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ABSTRACT

The digital age has fundamentally reshaped the dialectical relationship between
sports organizations and their fan bases, transforming a traditionally passive con-
sumer into an active and influential stakeholder. This paper explores the shifting
priorities of these digitally-empowered customers, who now operate as 'prosumers'—
simultaneously consuming and co-creating the sporting experience. Focusing on the
burgeoning professional sports landscape in India, this study utilizes a qualitative,
comparative case study methodology to analyze the blurring boundaries and emer-
gent benefits of digital fan engagement within the Indian Premier League (IPL) and
the Indian Super League (ISL). It examines three key pillars of this new dynamic:
fan-led digital protests, multifaceted expressions of online support, and the evoly-
ing landscape of participatory merchandising. The chosen case studies—Chennai
Super Kings (CSK) from the IPL and Kerala Blasters FC from the ISL—provide a
rich context for this analysis.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The growing complexity of global markets has intensified the need for branding
and communication strategies that are both culturally sensitive and institutionally
credible. As consumers and citizens increasingly evaluate organizations through the
lenses of sustainability, equity, and inclusion, branding has evolved from a purely
promotional function into amechanism of governance and legitimacy. Recent research
emphasizes that diversity- and inclusion-driven marketing is no longer peripheral
but central to how global brands and institutions navigate fragmented and multicul-
tural marketplaces (Tarnanidis et al., 2026a; Tarnanidis et al., 2026b). Moreover,
these dynamics are amplified by the rise of digitally mediated engagement, where
feedback loops, algorithmic learning, and real-time data optimization shape stra-
tegic decision-making. Mandania et al. (2025) demonstrate how dynamic learning
approaches enable organizations to adapt campaigns over time, prioritizing long-term
value creation over short-term visibility. Such insights are particularly relevant in
contexts where branding intersects with ethical responsibility and social outcomes.

Because of all this, what fans want has totally changed. It’s not just about buying
tickets or snagging a signed cap. Now, people want to feel like they matter. They
want team bosses to be upfront, players to actually respond to DMs (even if it’s just
a fire emoji), and maybe even a say in how the club runs things. There’s a word for
this: ‘prosumer.” Not just a consumer, not just a producer, but both—someone out
there making memes, posting hot takes, and basically shaping the vibe of the whole
league. Sometimes the energy in the comments section is as important as what hap-
pens on the pitch.And hey, if you want to see this whole transformation play out in
real-time, just look at India’s sports scene. The IPL and ISL? Total game-changers.
These leagues were born in the age of smartphones and WiFi, so their fans are,
like, digital natives to the core. Young, tech-savvy, obsessed—sometimes a little
too obsessed. The way these folks support their teams? It’s next level.

So here’s the main question: How has going digital rewritten the rulebook for
sports fans in India, and what’s the fallout (good and bad) for both the fans and the
teams in these mega-leagues?

To tackle this, the plan is to dive deep into a few things:

1. Break down how fans turned into these digital ‘prosumers’—think mashup of
culture, online crowds, and everyone pitching in.

2. Check out how fans use the web to get organized, protest, or even pressure team
management to do things differently.

3. Map out all the different ways people show support online—building clubs,
showing loyalty, making friends across the planet.
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