Northumbria Research Link

Citation: McLean, Rachel and Wainwright, David (2009) Social networks, football fans,
fantasy and reality: how corporate and media interests are invading our lifeworld. Journal
of Information, Communication and Ethics in Society, 7 (1). pp. 54-71. ISSN 1477-996X

Published by: Emerald

URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/14779960910938098
<http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/14779960910938098>

This version was downloaded from Northumbria Research Link:
https://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/id/eprint/54/

Northumbria University has developed Northumbria Research Link (NRL) to enable users
to access the University’s research output. Copyright © and moral rights for items on
NRL are retained by the individual author(s) and/or other copyright owners. Single copies
of full items can be reproduced, displayed or performed, and given to third parties in any
format or medium for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes
without prior permission or charge, provided the authors, title and full bibliographic
details are given, as well as a hyperlink and/or URL to the original metadata page. The
content must not be changed in any way. Full items must not be sold commercially in any
format or medium without formal permission of the copyright holder. The full policy is

available online: http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/policies.html

This document may differ from the final, published version of the research and has been
made available online in accordance with publisher policies. To read and/or cite from the
published version of the research, please visit the publisher's website (a subscription
may be required.)

ok Northumbria 5

University
NEWCASTLE w

O]

8 UniversityLibrary


http://nrl.northumbria.ac.uk/policies.html

SDCial ne ovmership and culture within their local clubs, Domestication of ICTs {Silverstone, 1995,
f :WOI' kS, football fans, Criffiths ef al, 2008) and the evolving digital society has had a substantial impact on this
an s " pervasive facet of DBritish society (Auty, 2002). In addition to football club websites,
II aSy and reallty supporters “unofficial” _wcbsilesa.reincrcasing in number and membership. Football fans
Jow corporate : s s . ’ can now comment on forthcoming matches, predict the score, arrange to meet for a
l_:) at§ and medla mterests are ; pre/post match drink, leamn the words of 2 new chant, or discuss wider palitical issues
mvading our llfewor]d together, from home, work or via mohile devices, on the train or from the match, whatever

Rach the time of day. This interaction strengthens the community and fulfills many functions —
o . Rac ‘d McLean including information and opinion exchange, entertainment and education on an

saings, Compuling and Creative Technologies, University of Boltost - independent, peer regulated, space.

Bolton, UK, and g However, the media construct of foothall supparter as “hooligan” has exper jenced a
Davi . v i i revival. News headlines highlighting the role of the internet and mobile technologies in
School of Comput Vgl W W_’amwnght _ facilitating foothall related violence are prevalent. Police spokespersons are quoted as
Northassbes (zf;" Lngmneernng and Information Sciences, " having surveiitanced inlernet postings on supporters’ websites as part of “pre-planning
na Universily, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK exercises” to prepare for possible violence at forthcoming matches. The media have also

traditionally been complicit in "stirring up"” conflict amongst foothall managers, players
and by implication supporters and the public. This is then re-broadeast and amplified

Abstract : : : : -
Peosis. i g bl through the power of social networks and associated technologies such as discussion
& ose of this paper is to i - . o > 5 i ma’ i ian” sens
supparters through analysis of official and u:;%m_mle 12:: impact of the digital culture on fuotball forums. Football L]gbﬁ zmd_ management ate no_t innocent n 2 ‘Machiavellian” sense (0
would appear that technology haﬂfﬁﬂs it cial websites and media reports. At first glance it the use of the media lo further their ambitions and socially construct debates around
which previously could not he widely publ'alshe‘ét ﬁgﬁ‘tﬁ’ opportunities to communicate, to share views emotive issues such as strategic acquisition of clubs, ownership, hierarchical control,
large fontball clubs. However, surveiliance, censorship a,?é%?ﬁff;’;ﬁ: the commercial power of the transfer markets and players, role of agents and suppression of confradiciory views
restrict and ultimately prevent the ideal speech situation : ue (o impact on supporters to from the fans. This has even resulled in news blackouls imposed on the press by
promote greater b a e that is necessary to empower [ . : : :
e alicalapt:?mpmg“ in their clubs. Current media manipulation and P .‘*i‘s and managers and, in turn the control of discussion groups and forums to dilute and deflect
coshirstiip and-cali xrim:n?:hin{:ﬁg: {tuag r;;ﬂgc of a historically constituted (over ges wmﬁor@)%ﬁ?& negative arguments from the [ootball clubs and club management.
’ uns. K - P - - - o
Design/methodolo, S G ) I'he aim of this paper is to examine the impact of the digital culture on foothall
structures and po mgg:ggra‘t’;‘ﬂ:n t;'\n[;ﬂ;lﬂﬁ rm theorfg approach is adopted to examine supporters through analysis of official and unofficial websites and media reports. At first
- r 5 Ween i ¥ 2 = L
public. Haberinas' theory is draw Vit B cicigin uf“f;:;:ﬁn:lghm g;ﬁ:}b?ﬂ clubs and the glance it would appear that iecl:mo!ogy lhas brought about greater opportunities o
- ion of the Lifeworld” and communicate, to share views which previously could not be widely published, and to

“communicative action” to inform a theme and discourse i i footha
: : : analysis of official and in : i s ; : :
club websites and media reports. How corporate interests {the system)uarﬁ:&::gigsggudbh:: Opit‘iiolli G United e e apena ighta G el e

Cnnie e vy T B meiSAlin W b s e s FCUNteloNmchestr sy s L e et
:{:;ﬁ‘;:i‘h ﬁﬁ?f&fg} :;) ;ﬁg‘ Ife communication have been made we are still s long way off impact on su;;[xmers to restrict and—t;ltimately pre.vcpt‘ hnq ideal speech situation that is
ot it s ol T G S ot e T o S e oD sy i i 0 canine

iged. Football supporters are increasingly constructed as 'consurnem'gan?imthu: structures and p'roccsses related to c;ommunicaﬁon hetween fans, the media, Eootball

ultismate power remains in mass media and b
e roadcast rather tha al * - ; : s . : y
Originality/value - This paper extends debute on the iﬁp S clubs and the public. We posit that trife social discourse amongst genuine football

focusing on foothall supporters, a speci act of the developing "digital culture” g ) s stee o ge e Lk i b
x pecific and prev: G e gital culture supporters, which should be increasingly facilitated in the digital society, is being
;—zsues for further research in this arex prevalent comuwnity within British society. It raises iz}girr'atedwt:y big business, corporate and media interests in order to develop and
E:Y words Foothall, Networking, Communication technologics, Mass medi . embed a false view of the football league systems. In the terms of Jurgen Habermas this
= gland =3 media, Infornmation systens, would be regarded as a “colonization of the Lifeworld” where big corporate interests

aper type Research paper (the system) are manipulating public opinion and freedom to speak openly within an

overall goal of profit maximization for club owners and the large media corporations.
1. Introduction ) Thp structure of lhg paper is as follgwg. First, we will gi_vs: an overview of _thc
Foothall supporters have a long; established * o - adoption of online socgal networking within sports communities. The n’cxt gsection
(Critcher, 1978; Taylor, 1971) ik th "ﬁwnU)'IIHTl.tY and tradition of "arganisation” nfroduces q::: theqrenml Irem}ewurk adopted here, namely Habermas theary of

: g a historically constituted (over generations) sense of communicative action and social theory based on system and lifeworld. We use




Kemmis's (2001) adaptation of Haberms i
: : minas (1987) and the AGIL framework
g{ ?ﬁi\s é:z<ﬁahParﬁ$ 1337) ldo explore this in detail. The next se::l:im:;w:-.lrili
research me adopted and present a joint analysis i i
three key vignettes showing events of social networking appiic);ii;r?:;:d SRS
(1) The construct of football fans,

(2) The Ebbsfleet United evolution.

(3} The recent events surrcundin i
) E g the ownersh i 1
Newcastle United Football club. HESTE sl e 70

An analysis of these three vignettes leads to the eonclusions,

2. Social networking and online Sports communities
ma\:a?lel}?frk sites (SNSs) are a growing phenomenon and perhaps the latest user-led
b frfr err‘za‘gc from the wnrld' wulie wel;; and Web 2.0 technologies, Research into
o ; uie, e Eclb consequences, motivations, influences and development trajectorics is
embryonic {['let_cher and Light, 2007). Their proliferation and unforeseen developments
tiurm}tiy far outstrip the academic multi-disciplinary research communities’ abilities and
capacity to explain and predict their rapid growth, popularity and diffusion across
my;ecfelrm?gt;m, tf;c m:gedl? :;mndl more recently business and cominerce. Buyd and I:;if;)os;
: wndreds of such site.s and provide a historical timeline rangin '
;ml)gmfcs.cxml (1997) through to Linkedin (2003), YouTube (2006) and ﬁmge:&;}:;i
ac;? ook _(1;005}, toname bgt a few. These sites can focus on groups with similar or shared
social, political or business interests whilst utilising a range of emerging tcdmaiogiés such

as blogging, wikis, music, photo/video shari i i 1
o e e gﬁ; video sharing and mobile technologries. I Yoyd and Ellison

[...} web-based services that 2llow indivig i
. wel i uals to (1) construct a public or semi-publi
within 2 bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom fhcyilﬂ:r:cﬁ];

connection, (3) view and traverse their Ii 1 i
e their list of connections and those made by others within the

g{;‘\ﬁ‘s‘;;avz ::pi_d}y developed in terms of innovative technologies, user sophistication
beh'!-vioil:q tlgtslu;]‘:xfca‘g?i‘:m?cﬁ 'E:hn; ehgsi been compounded by a range ofadaplive sociai
-haviours iher terminated sites, redirected the user base or id
ZET;L?}:EE eve; more qmtlw? applications to be developed. The media polgiﬁ{c’;? pg(zl-hl(l:f
and ncreasingly large corporate business have also not b' .
; ] ) ! : cen sl

;ﬁrﬁiﬁﬁ&i Lh:s:i r;;'%nge of techr;os}ogxes. It is increasingly difficult to sepa m(?; cl;?ttlzrﬂli:
% and diverse uses of SNSs from their use towards specifi 1 .
Ee_r:gzgli, sacng_i and business interests. Even though Boyd and éﬁﬁcﬁ ?%Sﬁﬂ?g

nihcised as offering a narrow view of SNS (Beer, 2008) they d ide histor
account which provides many examples to illustrat 6 2w oo

X ‘chpr 1 e these evolutionary developmentsa
ltlxc?u_ effects whilst making a call to researchers to conduct mare cxperilirlaenlal a::g

or.p[,)l ludmati]sludlcs] of SNS initiation, adoption, diffusion and use.
ne such strand of research focuses on the use of SNS for §
; b i i Sports fans

:::lh a pama'z]dr focqs on {football. Farquhztr and Meeds {(2007) ci:ﬂservativ;li;;drggjxﬁ
usﬁ;z t{()F ige L?; er lilml!l{lg;x peolple participating in fantasy sports termed fantasir %pofls-

s) in the alone. The popularity and growth of i ;mi

| y O ; | mternct ga

gambling and SNSs within sport is quite phenomenal, More specifically wiglii?]a'ﬁ

these trends are mirrored and are often allied to large corporate and media companies
such as SkySports sports gambling and gaming (www.bettingzone.couk/) and the
daily telegraph fantasy football (hitp//fantasyfootball.telegraph.co.uks) or they can
emerge as small independent hobbyist sites such as the football score prediction site
(www.thepredictionsite.com). Other sites are dedicated to forum and discussion
threads to provide the opportunity for football fans to discuss their individual
supported teams, football in general or even voice “conspiracy theories” and promote
popular action and insurrection (http:f/forums.chroniclelive.co.uk/viewforum.
php?f = 7). Farquhar and Meeds (2007) reviewed recent research into internet
usage and motivations and found that a particular subset of motivations might be
considered applicable to FSUs. These comprised: social interaction, surveillance,
escape, arousal and entertainment. Their research (using Q-methodology) examined
these factors amongst FSUs operating in a virtual environment. They found that the
motivations of arousal {seen as games of chance, risk taking and individualistic and
Jow social involvement) and surveillance (seen as games of skill, statistics, high social
interaction and intelligence gathering) were the primary differentiating characteristics
concluding “the FSUs were either highly involved and enjoyed statistics, knowing that
they outemarted those who did not win, or they were less involved and sought the thrill
of victory and subsequent bragging rights” (Farquhar and Meeds, 2007, p. 1224).
These areas of recent research indicate that the phenomenon of SNSs and FSUs
{as representative of one constituency of users) are complex, multi-faceted and perhaps
more worryingly open to political manipulation and sophisticated uses of power by
husiness and corporate tsers to control user behaviours. What is idealistically seen as
the power of democratisation of the world wide web and the internel Lo promote fiee
speech and individuality is open to infiltration by corporate and media interests in an
effort tn constrain and manipulate speech for instrumental means/ends and actions.
A theoretical framework that explains these complex behaviours and distorted
patterns of communication is contained with critical social theory, specifically the
notion of system and lifeworld (Habermas, 1987). We explore the use of such
“colonization” frameworks a8 a means to explain complex patterns of use, behaviours
and communications associated with SNSs and football support communities - in
particular using adapted frameworks from Kemmis (2001) and Frank (no date).

3. Theoretical framework

2.1 The theory of commmunicative action, sysiem and colonization of the ffeworid

A growing number of researchers have used a CST lens to examine complex issucs
within the discipline of information systems and especially focusing on the usage,
behaviours and power relations associated with collaborative working systems,
enterprise systems and email (Ngwenyma and Lee, 1997; Lee, 1994 Lyytinen and
Klein, 1985; Cukier et al, 2003; Waring and Wainwright, 2002; McLean, 2008). These
studies have provided an important theoretical contribution in different IS application
contexts whilst focusing mostly on an interpretation of Habermas's core work relating
10 a substantive theory of communicative action (Habermas, 1984, 1987). In most cases
this has been simplified into frameworks utilizing the constructs of “validity claims".
An interpretation by Cukier ef al (2003) based on the work of Forester (1983) uses a
framework that comprises: truth {the proposilional content is true or accurate);
sincerity (the speaker is henest and means what (she says); clarity (what is said is



Table .
Structural components

mtelligible and comprehensible) and legitimacy (what the speaker says is right or
morally appropriate with regard to existing norms ot values). Judgements on the
degn‘:c tha} speech acts or utterances meet these validity claims lead to a pragmatic
utopian situation for comnunication termed by Habermas as an “ideal speech
:5![1{;11510;1". The closer to the ideal where all parties in the discourse (whether
mdmdugtls, groups, organisations, spheres of society or public bodies) can
communicale fairly, justly and without fear of prejudice or domination leads to a
system that may be considered to be more rational and based on a reflection of norms
values and beliefs which are representative of the participants concerned (fnotbaji
supporlers in the case of this study). According to Habermas, distortions of these
validity claims can lead to disorder, mistrust and a collapse of the legitimacy of a
group, organisational or political system.

A less common application of Habermas's work within studies of informnation

systems adoption and use relates to his development of a social theory based on the
concepts of “System and Lifeworld”. Although working in the field of organisation
studies, education and emancipatory action research, Kemmis (2001) atlempts to
develop a pragmatic framework based on Habermag's theory of communicative action
(Habermas, 1984, 1987) which focuses on identifying the core components that constitute
t_he concept of both “System and Lifeworld”. This comprises structural “nuclei” of the
lifeworld: f:u}gtare, society and personalily. These are combined with reproduction
processes (which are necessary to maintain the structural components of the lifeworld)
comprising: cultural reproduction, social integration and socialization, Table I,
) Refe_n'mg to these components in Table 1. Society encompasses organisational and
msntulwna! struclures that include roles and rules. Systems are seen (o operate
through rational purposive action (what Habermas terms mstrumental means where
poals and purpose are not apen to discursive action or democratic principles). This is
termed fpnctmna[ rationality. Goals are measured empirically through quantitative
targels n order to monitor levels of efficiency, progress and attainment. Key
contributors to the system are advanced forms of capitalism, markets, the economy
and the political legal infrastructures, ’

‘]‘he'system is then mutually constituted and reprociuced by its circular relationship
to the llfcwgr]d. The lifeworld is in turn constituted by speech acts that lead to mutual
understanding (through comprehensibility, truth, sincerity and rightness). This is

Reproduction
processes Culture Saciety Personality
Cultural ) Interpretive schemes Legitimations Soeialization
reproduction fir for consensus - patterns, educational
L ) ("valid knowledge™) goals
Social integration Obligations Legitimately-ordered Social memberships
interpersonal
. relations
Socialization Interpretive Motivations for Interactive
accomplishments actions that conform capabilities
to norms ("personal identity™)

Source: Kemmis (2001) bused on Habermas (1987}

reproduced through cullural reproduction (continuity of tradition, coherency of
knowledge leading to consensus for everyday practice); social integration (legitimately
regulated interpersonal relationships leading to group identity) and socialization (new
situations are connected within 2 historical context to harmonize life histories and
collective life forms).

A problem veeurs however, when the system becomes uncoupled from the lifeworld.
This is where the economic and political-legal systems (money and administrative/judicial
power} start to operate relatively unconstrained and autonomously without any
reprocucing processes linked back to the lifeworld. This results in a set of pathologies
resulting i “anomie”, domination and helplessness. This happens due to a distortion of
communications {speech acts) again resulting in a new colonization of the lifeworld by the
hegemonic discourse of the system (where individuals and groups act unquestionably in
terms of the goals, measures and rewards of the system and then contribute to the
reproduction of a discourse of roles, functions and functionality shaped by instrumental or
strategic actions). Kemimnis (2001) examines these pathologies as depicted by Habermas
{1987} which can be seen in Table 11

An allemative perspective on this thesis is presented by Frank www.ucalgary,
cal ~ [rank/habernmashtml. Frank (no date) examines the origins of Habermas's
theory of commmunicative action and draws on the work of Parsons (1937) classic,
“The Structure of Social Action”. Habermas's revision of Parsons AGIL funclional
precequisites is examined In order to describe the lepitimation crisis (where
lifeworld is colonized by system) of society, This is where a generalized media is
identified with cach ‘function:

+ Adaptation depends on the general medium of money.
+ (Goal attainment depends on power {specified in number of votes).
Ts mfluence.

+ L is value-cormumilments.

This is where adaption and goals media (money and power) may be seen as
quantitative and instrumental constructs — where whoever has the most wins without
debate. The influence and value media are seen to be qualitative where you cannot
quantify value commitments as they are only enacted and reproduced in
communications and discourse between persons, Figure 1.

A and G are fully rationalized systems, | and L represent the lifworld, sels of shared
values, common understandings that develop over time through relevant social and

=

Disturbanees in the

domain of Culture Society Persanality
Cultural 1oss of meaning Withdrawal of Crisis in orientation
reproduction legitimations and education
Secial integration Unsettling of Anomie Alicnation

collective identity

Rupture of tradition Psychopathalogies

Withdrawal of
metivation

Source: Kemmis (2001) based on Haberinas (1957)

Socialization

Table L1
Structural components




The AGIL framework

Goal Attai b
SYSTEM Atiginment Adaptation

Power, Politics Mediation through Finance

Administrative State —Votes The Economy — Exchange Values
Corporate Interests - Sharcholders Carporate Profits, InNativn
Capitalist and Media Ownership
G A
1 L
LIFEWORLD Influence Lateney

Sources of Referent Power
Legitimacy through Peer Pressure
Legitimacy through Argument
The *Free'bedia
Source: Franks (n.d.) afler Parsons (1937)

The Censtitutian of Socicty
Values, Notms, Morals
Beliefs, Shared Understanding

iysﬁtu(ienal groupings. The systems media are always seen to be parasitic on the
hfewnrk_i but are destroying their host This is the pathology of colonization and
uncoupling,

4. Research method

Drawing on virtual ethnography, an increasingly prevalent method of researching
online communities and interactions (Rutter and Smith, 2005) we carried out analysis
of a number of official and independent supporters’ networking sites. At the same ¢ me,
we carried out an analysis of broadeast media reports to explore themes from a range
of perspectives; the supporters (lifeworld) and the corporale (or system) view. Virtual
ethnography is increasingly relevant in information systems research as the field
redefines itself in terms of [CTs as social media (Cushman and McLean, 2008}, and with
our theoretical framework focusing on the interaction between “System” and
“Lifeworld”. A method which focuses on symbolic interaction and discursive action in
various forms (Fairclough, 2003) fits well with social media research. Further, we
sought to gain understanding of “the natives” perspective and the lifeworld of fuotball
supporters (Geertz, 1973). Analysis of discourse and message exchange can reveal a
great deal about the power relations between the source and the intended reader of the
text which is in keeping with the aims of this paper.

) There are many ethical issues in researching online communities and their
interactions (Sharf, 1999; Hine, 2000). Distinctions between “public” and “private” are
not easy lo define, nor necessarily clear to participants (Mann and Stewart, 2000).
However, it would be 2 huge task for us to obtain consent from each participant in the
communities which were the focus of this research. Whilst being sensitive to the issues
we lake the view that this material is in the public domain and that the research we are
engaging in will not be damiaging or detrimental to participants. User names and
identities will be protected as far as possibie.

In our analysis, we focus on three key events or issues which appear to suggest that
football supporters are gaining power and influence. However, a closer analysis through
the AGIL framework illustrates that through the colonization of the Lleworld, corporate
and media interests remain dominant and the hegemonic state is being preserved.

5. Analysis and discussion

5.1 The construct of football fans

ICTs especially social media and mobile technologies facilitate high levels of time and
space free connectivity which serve to strengthen disparate communities. The football
community has experienced greater opportunities to connect, communicate and
organise as a result of the increasing prevalence and domestication of ICTs, It is not
uncommon to see fans listening to rival teams’ matches whilst at a game or texting the
latest score, 1t iseasier to organise to meet up before or after a mateh, and to compose and
circulate the latest football chants in readiness for the weekend's match (Figures 1and 2).

[owever, not coincidentally, the negative construct of foothall supporters as
“hooligans” has experienced a revival. As early as 1999 the media began to focus on the
role of ICTs in football violence, Following a series of fights between Cardiff City and
Milwall fans news headlines such as “Soccer Hooligans Organise on the Net” and “UIK
Soccer Fans Qrganise Riot on the Web” appeared (BBC, 1999). ICTs are frequently
shown to be a facilitator of crime in many contexts (Smith and Rupp, 2002; Wall, 2007},
the world of foothall is no exception. The revived and continued construct of the
“football hooligan™ began to be amplified through media reports of football hooligans
using mobile technologies to organise violence, video clashes and circulate footage
instantly on the web. Significantly, in 1999, the National Criminal Intelligence Service
highlighted the use of ICT's in football violence as a key issue for concern (Auty, 2002).
Postings referring to live violence helped to fuel the flames of this debate and the
“demonisation” of both foothall supporters and maobile technologies. Paul Dodd's web
site was key in providing evidence for this demenisation (IFigure 3). What the majority
of the media failed to note was that Paul Dodd was a notorious football hooligan, set on
stirring up violence with or without ICTs,

Inresponse to this reported use of ICTSs, the police also began toadopt new technologies
into their surveillance and prevention operations. In what the media described as a
“technolopy race” (Nutall, 1999) between the police and football hooligans, hand held
CCTV cameras began to be used at matches facilitating the broadcasl of violence

B Previpus | Next | MNewPost | Topof Board XXXXI9 Posted on 16/04/2008
14:16 Email this Message | Reply pre match drink?
Where are people going for a drink on Sundnay? Rumour has it, the Thres Bulls are

opening at ning.

Source: hp/forums.clenct.co.uk/lofiversionfindex php?3901 Lhtml

"YEAIL IT'S KICKING OFF RIGHT NOW AS 1 SPEAK HAS BEEN
ALL MORNING, TIME NOW 1:45PM LOADZA OB AROUND.
"BACK SOON FOR AN UPDATE. DON'T MISS THE TEAR UP OF
THE YEAR:)" ........

"nothing happen, o0 many old bill, milhwall well up for it
"YEAH YOUR RIGHT, TOO MANY OLD BILL. BUT IT'S GOING
OFF IN PLACES. JUST WAIT NOW FOR AFTER THE GAME , MY
MATE ON THE MOBEY RECKONS IT'S GETTING PRETTY HOT IN
THE GROUND TOO."

Figure 2.
NUFC Fanzine post

Figure 3.

Capture {rom Paul Dodd
website relating 1o 1999
viplence




Figure 4,
Screen capture from
CFCnetforums

(perpetuating the “supporter as hooligan” construct) and to facilitate i

I T a8 st arrests. Furt

golzc_c fGl_'L"ES began to monitor independent supporters’ sites in their campaign augkzjg:;rf

ooliganism another example of corporate and media interest prompling an invasion of
supporters’ independent space or “Lifeworld”, The issue of self regulation ev‘écm in
many postings on footbaf! related discussion forums (Figure 3), goes unrenm,‘tﬁd‘

This posting clearly illustrates the concept of latency in the AGIL framework.
Shared vaIu‘es,_nnrnm,.aml peer regulation are all being negotiated and constructed
through social interaction on the supporters' sites, where possible independently, and
away from corporate and media invasion and colonization (Figure 4). . '

5.2 Fbbsfleet united
In 2007, amid media hy ionisi
; rdiz pe of revolutionising the football indus

15 ~ ~ l :
bMij“gptballuub.com (MYFC) suggested a novel way of “cm;x;weri}xg fans a;}:i
banishing the. Board of Governors forever” (Rajan, 2007). Set up by a former foothall
ngma]i:_sl (Will Brooks), MYFF, promised to give fans a say in the runaing of the club
by mal ‘mg 1h¢?m sta!(ehol.dcrs in return for an annual fee of £35. Fans would havea say
in all 1ssues, including kit design, transfers, team selection and even brands of heer
gerxfed in the club bar. The pnly decisions fans would not be involved in are those taken

uring the match. In April, 2007 when MYFC went live more than 83,000 people
registered an interest. Football fans were eager to blur the boundaries hetween fanias
foortba‘l\} and Lmhgé (;md become involved in “real” virtual foothall g

n November 2007 a deal was reached to purchase Ebbeflect IU ited |
ber 2007 3 “he g nited in the Bl

%ﬁz ;z;:m 1;}-_ 1E)ms:?]n (N{YE‘C,:OOS}. Since then members have voted on issues buzt
as § Nike as the club's kit and merchandise supplier, freezing : i
pm?cs Idﬂd e‘sﬂcttmg the wc,ckﬁy playing budget. In March 2008, seven m;g’ﬂifri;sg;] l\il;l]g‘cé
Efﬁg: g ::ttU ncl:?e E{o MYI:‘EE: SP}RTEFM ?erd {i"x:vinl_;g fans more say in decisions. In May 2008,
I s won the rophy at Wembley he club's greatest achi ince
it began in 1890. Al the opening of the 2008 season, it was annoum?éd l:}:::m?’;rlg-

lmmamc removed a
Sep 17 2008, 23:54

QUOTE(usemame removed (@ Sep 15 2008, [3:25)

1 heard Waync Rooney is getting real upset at the [act people are making chants and songs

because he is going bald or because of he's wei i
ght. Lets get him really frustrated duri
game and hopefully hie gets himnself sent ofT, Il start with; ' e e

He's fat

he's scouse

he'll probly rob your house
Wayne Rooney, Wayne Rooney

So come on True Blues add some baldy chants ivo,

Do you really want to fucus all your effors on undermining someones self.esteem rather than tryin,

:znc:eder our team on? [ really wouldn't want to win this parme for the sole reason that our fans hnveg
up at someones place of work and je is hai £ ausc ink i

e p jeered his hair loss or fatness, beg they think il upsct

) Source: hitp :!;‘I'omm&cf‘mel.co,ukflcrﬁvcrsiunﬁndcx_php?(jsgﬁl 1.hunt

representativesare to be allowed into the board room on match days "Fan representation
runs right through this club now”, said Ebbsfleet Chief Executive David Davis
{Ebbsfleet United FC, 2008). The MYFC initiative does indeed appear to offer an
alternative to the current state of the football league system which is increasingly
aliepating fans. Brooks deseribes his initiative as an “ethical mission”™:

I've created @ vehicle that will pool fans' opinions, passion and wealth and turn fantasy
football into reality. This is an unprecedented opportunity for fans to get closer to football
than ever befors — to have, at long, long last, a say in what goes on on and off the field
(Brooks quoted in Rajan, 2007).

In terms of the AGIL framework Ebbsfleet United initially appears to show a
harmonious blurring of the lifeworld of supporters with the system (corporate and media
interests). The bacldash from other club managers appears almost to confirm that what
Ebbsfleet offers stands in opposition to the mamstream corporate world of football. The
Independent on Sunday reported the views of other club managers. Lee Power, the
Chairman of Cambridge United, who are third on the MYFC list of desireable
acquisitions commented:

You can't just whisle up gentine commitment by charging £35. Fifty-three thousand new fans

would be great, but are these peuple going to buy football kits, match programmes, hot dogs?

That's what a club needs, not internet voting (Power quoted by Rajan, 2007).

Further, Barry Hearn, owner of Leyton Orient attacked the MYFC concept saying:

The idea is totally impractical. As far as 'm concerned, when you're running & football club,
{he ideat size of the ruling committee is one. I don't buy this mass voting nonsense; democracy
and foutball don’t mix (Llearn quoted by Rajan, 2007).

And Jack Charlton said:

I've never heard anyihing like it in my life. [t sounds completely daft. Only one person should
pick a team and that's the manager (Charltun quoted by Harris, 2007).

These altacks get to the heart of the issue; the world of football is hierarchical,
financially motivated and increasingly commercialised. Fans are a commodity used to
generate income through increasingly inflated season ticket charges, and merchandise
sales. In reality, Ebbsfleet United members get very little in return for their annual
thirty five pounds membership fee; membership is not the same as being a season
ticked holder, Action, or lack of it (only 50 per cent of members voted on how many
members of MYFC should be elected onto MYFC's limited board, and who should
supply the kits and merchandise, and discussion forum postings appear to suggest that
members are already beginning to feel disempowered and alicnated just as supporlers
of mainstream football (Figure 5).

‘The postings above suggest that members are beginning to recognise that they do
not have as much power as they were promised, Daish, the manager, overrules votes
and controls translers, members powers “are being eroded”. One post even states that
MYFC is “a scam” and several postings state that they will not renew their
membership, reminiscent of season tickel holders deciding nol to renew as a protest at
the colonization of their lifeworld. This declining intercst could have serious wider
implications. Kevin Rye, supporters directs's spokesman, said: “This might be seen as
a one-off gimmick and harmless enough by many, however this is a real club, these are



figure 5.
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Failing??
Ebbsflect

by X 02 September 2008

s the MYFC movement now faifing?

There seems to be much less interest in voting, and the general opinion seems to be that people wont be
fenewing next year. People seem Lo think that becuase Daish is still alowed (o control most transfers cte.
fhaa MYFC members are being robbed of moncy, a scam > ’
if ur a member whats your thoughts, and will you be renewing?

Also what are your expectations of this scasun and do Ebbsflcct havea 1 Iw TOIE [
el el ¢ e
: A i ; 1 a han l’urprmnm (G G]

commentby Y+
posted 3 Weeks Ago
"I.;ld ﬂnym;c get the impression that they would become shareholders when they joined?”
i thouglt if peaple gave money then they were shareholders, what did these It bey i
ifit t
a share? add comment | complain about this commant ' - Y
comment by A
pested 3 Weeks Ago
What pcoj_:!c bought was membership to a website, renewable eveey year. The website then formed
a trust which used the money to buy the elub,
add comment | complain about this comment
comment by H
posted 2 Weeks Ago
It is a utter scam. Your vole can be altered by the manager, you have to renew afier a yearand -
they c[’mrg_r: you for watching TV interview or match highlights.
! was culting my losses until i saw DC-Greeian's comment. Please tell me how 1o get a refimd!
add comment | complain about this comment ‘
comment by C
posted Last Week
I'melsoa mersber who won't be renewing. T also believed that when you joined you owned part of
the club, _bul since joining members have had their powers croded and arc now lefl with useless
votes which probably aren't taken into consideration anyway,

I{ anyone is thinking of joining..... DON'T!

Source: httpi/bbe.co.uk/dna/606/A40462102

real finances and real fans. What happens if the novelty starls to wes ¥

f s hap si: wear off?” [{ uppears
that it already has, fans are beginning to see through the “ethical mission”. A g1’;;.1:-31:
powerful statement of this was made on fansfocus.com (Figure 6),

Lost?

...... b33

My definition of Myfe:
A few Genuine Foothal] Supportess (mames of some members of forum removed)

}\ mf’tﬂ mrzrr: g:laymg EGO Football Manager- The Reality 2007/08. (names of some members of

Source: hupjf!anst'ucus.comr't‘omm.-Jubbthrcad:.php.’topicsfE460043¢'of_ supportess.html

This fan clearly defines himself as a “free man” rather than a member of MYFC and goes
on to illustrate that MYFC is, like any other football club, made up of a few genuine fans
and a number of power seeking profiteers. The “ethical mission” which appeared to oifer
an alternative to the corporate world of football has fallen short of the promise.

5.3 Protesis against London ownership and managerial furmoil at Newcastle United
Foolball clieb

Newcastle United Football club (www.nufc.com) is perhaps gaining notoriety as one of
the worst managed football clubs in the English Premier League. This is due to a
ennstant state of flux concerning the ownership of the club and a constant “chum”™ with
respect to unsuccessful managers not meeting the aspirations of a very demanding and
loyal set of “Geordie” foatball supporters (with a main Jocus within the Newcastle City
and surrounding area of the North East of England). Newcastle United have won very
few major honours — their last successes being the Football Association cup in 1955 and
the FAIRS (now UEFA cup) in the 1969. The football supporters are considered (o be
very loyal and fanatical about “their” club supporting it through generations: il has one
of the largest grounds with a capacity of around 54,000 seats and for the past ten years
has consistently filled the stadium at most games with over 35,000 consistent season
ticket sales each year ranging from £520 to arcund £1,000 for an annual ticket).

The most recent saga concerning ownership and managerial regime change at
NUFC concerns events that happened in 2008. These events, perhaps more than ever
before, were fuelled by the media (television and newspapers), the supporters (using
their voice at the football ground during and after matches and also through the radip,
local paper and intermet discussion/chat forums) and the financial power of the city
(london financiz! markets).

NUFC supporlers view the “truc” ownership of the club as ultimately in the hands of
the local Newcastle community despite the physical ownership of assets being vested
in powerful business men (more recently Sir John Hall and his son Douglas (property
developers from the north east), then Freddie Shepherd (former business man and
friend of the Halls again from the north east) and latterly Mike Ashley (sports retail
magnate and a southerner deemed a “Cockney”). In 2007 after a period of resentment
and unrest by the supporters due to near relegation battles in the premiership
{accentuated by the sacking of a local Newcastle "hero” Sir Bobby Robson as manager
and his replacement by a series of unpopular managers finishing with Sam Allardyce
— NUFC was sold lo Mike Ashley in July 2007. There was much euphoria over this deal
due to promises of large investments in the club to buy new players to compete with
the top four in the premiership. Ashley iritially supported Allardyce but when results
turmed sour and the supporters rebelled against his “long ball” style tactics he was
dismissed. A surprise new appointment (second choice however in January 2008) was
the return of the “King”™ Kevin Keegan who had managed the club previously and was
a former player. Keegan was an extremely popular choice amongst supporters and
hailed as the “Messiah” and saviour of Newcastle United. On the 4th September 2008
Keegan resigned after a bitter row with Mike Ashley and his senior management team
{lect by Dennis Wise — a “Cockney”). Reasons cited were the lack of promised funds to
buy world class players, the selling (or offer of sale) of the best players including James
Milner to Aston Villa and an under-mining of Keegan's right to manage by taking
away his control of the buying and selling of players. In elfect the Board Room had [ull



control of assets within the club and the Manager was relegated to the role of a Coach
purely in charge of team selection and tactics.

During this period, the voice and views of the fans were completely disregarded.
Even though there was huge public outcry conducted through the local paper
(Netocastle Everning Chronicle), on local radio phone-in programmes usually following
poor performances, through the discussion and internet forums and amongst the loeal
community in (he pubs and clubs and workplace. The official NUFC.com web site was
fully utilised by Ashley Lo project a corporate image of 2 well run club —mostly
containing “fecl good” stores from players and club officials. This followed an
extremely astute commercial manaeuvre in the summer of 2008 to force fans to-commit
tu three year scason ticket terms for a promised price freeze — otherwise they would
have to pay a 20 per cent increase. This was a distinet play on the loyalty of committed
fans to lock them in — especially if suceess was not immediately forthcoming, The
players and their agents were effectively “gagged” and instructed not to give
interviews directly to the press and media. Pressure was also exerted on lacal
newspaper reporters not to publish material that would agitate the fans — the effective
sanction being controlled access to the club and information on players, transfers,
tactics and management. Local reporlers responded with their own U-Tube blogs (such
as Blogonthetyne) where they could discuss more contentious issues with greater
freedom — but not officially under the banner of the NEewspaper.

Fans sought solace and therapy for their feelings of injustice, bad treatment and
lack of information forthcoming from the club over events in the use of internet
discussion forums. One such forum, run and moderated by the local Newcastle Evening
Cf_rrwxide'newspaper {the NUFC general discussion forum) might be considered the
most popular site for postings aboul events, Diccussions reached peak over the
events surrounding the resigmation of Keegan. The majority of fans were sympathetic
to his views as he was regarded as one of their own and with his heart in the club. This
rebounded in a tidal wave of resentment and vitriol apainst Ashley and his senior
management team recreating prejudices related to UK North South divide — especially
a-dislike and a distrust of London ownership of 2 Newcastle foothall team.

An example of this type of post is provide below where “MadPete” expresses
caution to other forum users after the messages were becoming increasingly litigious
or possibly subject to police monitoring and (perhaps corporate) surveillance, [e
reminds users that even though pseudonyms are used - fans identities can be traced
through IP addresses of forum users (and they will have signed up to the policies and
conditions of the forum itself).

This is an example of what is popularly thought to be a “free speech situation”
rapidly rebounding on forum users into something that could get them into serious
trouble. The more emotive the outbursts {and this was an escalating siluation where
fans “wound cach other up in heated dehates either agreeing or disagreeing) the riskier
the position of the respondent. Eventually the moderator “HelenD” from the newspaper
has 1o step in and make announcements for users to be careful and not to use had
language or defamatory comments - or incite violence, She states: “Thanks MadPete
for your past. The chronicle and journal will not tolerate threats of violence on our
forums ... We understand that fans are angry and upset — we are too — but we cannot
allow posts vontaining abusive insults and violent threats (o remain published"”. Posted
4th September 2008 (Figure 7).
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This series of threads discussing the poor state of the club, Ashley's mismanagement
and possible motives, possible solutions to the crisis and possible threats of action
represent real democracy or free speech in action. However, we can see how this is
curtailed with a mild threat from the corporate media interests (supported by the
judicial and legal systems) and a sharp reminder that the users are not secure in their
conversations, They can be under surveillance, they may be identified and they are
asked to modify their behaviours to be less emotive and speak more rationally (again a
culture of instrumentalism from government and large business).

Owing to a lack of information coming from the club, and a restriction of lows of
information to the popular local press the NUFC general forum became the main focal
poirit for fans to obtain any breaking news, rumours or general intelligence about the
state of the club and future speculation. This can be seen in a series of threads posted
on Tuesday 2nd September 2008 in response to what was secn as heavy handed
moderation and deletion of message posts related to the “calls for a fans boycott of
matches”, The discussion was aimed at the forum's moderator “Helen])” who
represented the local paper. These threads were laler deleted and can no longer he seen
or found within the forum archives (search performed on http//forums-icnewcastle.co.

uk/as of 1st December 2008):
Fairscup - Posted Tuesday 02 Sep 2008 12:23 pm.
Just follow our posts Helen, most stories break here @
Shepherd-Out — Posted Tuesday 02 Sep 2008 1:55 pm.
Helen, the local papers response to this issue is very important. Why wen't you let us discuss

that fact on our threads? Fair enough the boycott thread was out of order, but a thread
pondering how you will react is a legitimate public interest? So why delete it?

Figure 7.

Warning from a *user” of
the forum — reminder of

legal implications



Posts are in real time and seem to run constantly throughout each day with a dedicated
set of users. This represents a public sphere for discussion and is an important
counter-veiling power to corporate interests, Users cannot be controlled or verified
however — there is no certainty that the media (as in HelenD) or representatives from
the club owners, management group or players agents are not “leaking” information to
mampu.lage. provoke, counter, misinform or influence debates and opinions.
If thisis representative of fans' culture and their particular lifeworld, it is certainly
* currently.coloruzed (or at the very least at risk of being colonized) by the system of
large business interests, players commercial interests and the mediz .

6. Couclusions

Qur analysis shows the “colonization of the Lifeworld” where big corporale interests
(the system) are manipulating public opinion and freedom to speak openly within an
overall goal of profit maximization for club owners and the large media corporations.
Eans are still controlled both through how they are constructed in the media and what
i3 broadeast to them. Empowerment through connectivity has not happened. Although
steps to enabltg free communication have been made we are still a long way off
supporters having a powerful enough voice to organise against the commercial power
of the large football clubs. In Foucauldian terms “(the supporter) is the object of
mfmpan_m, never a subject in communication” (Foucault, 1995) as the ultimate power
remains in mass media and broadcast rather than “narrowcast”, Foothall supporters
can communicate with each other but not with the football clubs, restricting any power
promised by connectivity through social media. Football supporters continue Lo be
construcleq as consumers their lifeworld colonized and controlled: The hegemonic
state remains unchallenged as the ideal speech situation remains elusive,

In terms of Habermas's theory of comsunicative action and the idealised notion of a
free Sp(?ech situation our example vignettes demonstrate that the SNSs may involve
large distortions of communications that the public spheres may not necessarily be
aware of: being under the impression that they have free speech and a democratic
voice. We can see that in each case concerns arise over truth {is the propositional
content true a_nd.accurate) where vested interests are at work to promete rumour
suspicion, prejudice, propaganda or false information. Sincerity (the speaker means
what they say) is doubtful in many cases as well as the inlentions of the users are not
clear. The users on SNSs also use disguised pseudonyms such as “MadPete” or
“Slayer” m;c_i “Toonfus”, etc. The clarity (whether the messages are intelligible and
comprehensible) of posts is also of dubious quality, especially where sub-groups of
users have developed their own style of postings, and use a specific form of language
{often very bad or abusive language). The lust validity claim of clarity {utterances are
morally appropriate with regard to existing norms and values) can also be disputed —
especially in the NUFC ownership debate where threats of violence and illegal actions
are ma.de leadmg' lo the media having to take control action to moderate the
discussions. SNSs in the sphere of public football fan communities are therefore not
democratic forums and do not represent ideal speech situations. The danger is that the
public think that they are private communities under their own group ownership, This
is not the case and they are open to infiltration and corporate and media manipulation.
A case of system coloni;ipg lifeworld which could lead to potential disorder, mistrust
and @ collapse of legitimacy of an organisational system. The colonizalion is

increasingly successful the greater these pathologics occur as the collapse of the
democratic user forums plays into the hands of the “instrumental” systems (large
corporate, football clubs and media interests).

Increasingly, the structural nuclei of the lifeworld (culture, society and personality)
within the context of football clubs and their supporters are being ecoded. Qur three
vigneltes of recent events demonstrating the interactions belween business interests,
media power and football club owners demonstrate examples of how these pathologies
start to emerge and grow. We can see that increasing cynicism due to the domination of
business interests abusing fan loyalty can lead to disturbances with cultural
reproduction, social integration and socialization. Public spheres such as fans
discussion forums start to lose meaning, collective identities are undermined by
increasing fragmentation of subgroups of fans with differing viewpoints and there is a
rupture of tradilion. An increasing sense of “anomie” sets in where the fans feel
divorced from the strategy, culture, operational running and player/fan interactions
within the clubs. This then leads to growing alienation from the way that foothall is
managed and the celebrity lifestyles of Lthe players. The adaption and goals media
(money and power) representing the system becotne dominant and an uncoupling takes
place away from the influence and values that constitute the fans lifeworld. The syslem
is seen to be parasitic on the liworld.

In vur examples we have shown how the use of media, websites and SNSs can be used
to actively promote democratic discussion amongst fans and stakeholders in foothall
clubs. Conversely, or perversely however, they can also be used to constrain, infiltrate or
manipulate discussion. This plays into the hands of the large corporate, state and media
interests, A large question remains - how can SNSs in particular be used to enhance
democratic discussions and provide more idealised frees speech forums?

Qur future research will examine these complex issues in more depth using virtual
ethnographic techniques allied with analytical frameworks derived from critical social
theory, These are important social issues and we have a long way to o before we
begin to understand them and hopefully promote a more democratic society (Jifeworld)
that is not so colomized by the instrumental actions of others,
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