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NASCAR: Keeping up with their fans at 200 MPH 

 

Whether we are all fans or not, professional sports has become a main social 

institution in our society. ESPN serves 24-hour sports broadcasts to over 100 million 

homes, across 13 different channels, in over 200 countries (Grove, Dorsch, and Hopkins 

23). This is one of the few social institutions to infiltrate the world at this rate, with this 

amount of access and information. In the United States we have what we call the “big 

four,” these are the four most popular sports. Until recently this group consisted of the 

National Football League (NFL), National Basketball Association (NBA), Major League 

Baseball (MLB), and National Hockey League (NHL). But today, the National 

Association for Stock Car Auto Racing (NASCAR) has taken the NHL’s spot in 

popularity (Leone). When most people think of NASCAR they think Southern, white, 

male, but in the past decade the motor sport’s demographics have been increasingly 

changing within their 75 million-person fan base. In August of 2013, NASCAR signed a 

10-year television deal with FOX and NBC  (usatoday.com). This sport is here to stay 

and with fans this invested, it is only logical that NASCAR capitalizes through social 

media.  

In 2012 Twitter announced its partnership with NASCAR, which was the social 

media sites first official partnership with a professional sports league (Laird). NASCAR 

sees the value social media brings to them. This year, they and Hewlett-Packard teamed 

up to build a social media control center on the eighth floor of the NASCAR headquarters 



in Charlotte, North Carolina. This “Fan and Media Engagement Center,” operates 24 

hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year, and features 13 64-inch HD displays where 

employees can track what users are saying about the organization, teams, or specific 

drivers, be on the look out for new trends, and start their own trends (Tomsic). This social 

media control center is not the only way NASCAR appeals to its fans; there is more than 

just tracking what people are saying. There is a larger psychological component that is 

embedded in sports fans and this is a key component that NASCAR acknowledges when 

using social media across all platforms. In their 1982 writings on the sociology of sports, 

Stephen Grove and Richard Dodder identified five functions of sports that explain why 

individuals are motivated to participate in sport spectatorship. These factors include 

psychological well-being, self-expression, pride-in-place, social integration, and 

clarification of gender roles. NASCAR excels at social media because they tap into these 

psychological and sociological needs of fans. 

 The first function examined is psychological well-being. When we think of 

psychological well being, our first thought isn’t NASCAR or sports in general, but if we 

look at it on a deeper level we can see that through sports, fans are able to partake in 

watching an activity they enjoy. They can also create a sense of community with other 

fans, and display emotion. (Grove, Dorsch, and Hopkins 26). NASCAR promotes all 

these activities on their social media pages. When a fan feels emotionally involved they 

can take to Twitter, or Facebook, or Instagram and share their emotions with the 

organization, NASCAR teams, drivers, and other fans. Every Friday, Saturday, and 

Sunday fans are vocal on social media about how they feel about their driver, their team, 

and how their driver is performing. If Tony Stewart blows a right front tire and crashes 



into a wall, fans will post their feelings of disappointment, and if Jimmy Johnson wins 

and takes the checkered flag, his fans post about their feelings of excitement. It is this 

form of open expression that provides an outlet for fans that aids their well-being (Grove, 

Dorsch, and Hopkins 26). 

Another element that promotes psychological well-being is helping a community 

and participating in good deeds. In 2011 NASCAR started NASCAR GREEN, a program 

with the purpose of helping the environment. This year the program has taken to social 

media to create online activism that turns into offline activism. Across their social media 

platforms, NASCAR has changed all their profile pictures to the NASCAR GREEN logo. 

During the televised races viewers are constantly being shown the same logo along with 

the hashtag #NASCARGREEN. By pushing this program through social media the sports 

league is appealing to the psychological well-being of its fans by helping them to become 

involved in larger matters outside of the sport. 

 Self-expression is the second function that aids in sports spectatorship. As Grove, 

Dorsch, and Hopkins state, “Sport allows one to make a statement about oneself by 

forming a bond to a particular team or athlete and express oneself through one’s 

performances—much like owning or enjoying various forms of art,” (26). Social media 

sites are known for being places where people interested in all aspects of life can express 

themselves. Danah boyd writes about how people of all ages flock to social media sites to 

socialize with peers, share information with others who share similar interests, and to see 

and be seen (39). Because people are already participating in this form of self-expression, 

sports teams need to find a way they can push this even further and get more fans to 

express themselves.  



One way NASCAR does this in particular is when they have rain delays. Unlike 

other sports, when it rains before or during a NASCAR race, race officials will not 

cancel, they simply wait until it stops raining to dry the track and continue with the event. 

So far during this season five out the nine races have experienced a rain delay. The 

Dayton 500, the first race of the year, had a six-hour rain delay after only 38 laps of 

racing. What NASCAR did during this rain delay to keep fans engaged was start the 

hashtag #NASCARSELFIE. They told fans they wanted to see selfies of them in their 

NASCAR gear and also wanted to see what they were doing during the rain delay. To 

keep fans engaged drivers and their crews also posted selfies of themselves waiting out 

the rain in their garages or motorhomes. The next Sunday, with another rain delay, 

NASCAR now wanted to see photos of fan’s pets wearing NASCAR gear. Not only are 

fans expressing themselves, but they are also able to show off their pets. This hashtag has 

now become a Sunday tradition with fans all over the country posting thousands of 

pictures of themselves in the gear of their favorite driver. Self-expression is a key 

component of social media and any time a business can further the self-expression of 

their clients they are no longer only helping themselves. 

 The next factor Grove and Doder identify is Pride-in-Place. This factor is a bit 

harder for NASCAR and its fans. NASCAR fans are different in the fact that they are not 

tied to geographical boundaries like other sports fans. For example, a Denver Bronco fan 

may like the team because they live in Denver or were born there. NASCAR fans on the 

other hand pick their driver for many other reasons not tied to geography. They may like 

a driver’s style, or his owner’s team, or his sponsors, or other personal qualities. 

(Hugenberg and Hugenberg 639). Each Sunday every driver races at a different track, and 



it is harder to create pride in a place when drivers are not geographically tied down to one 

location. Another way NASCAR fans are unlike other sports fans is the fact that they will 

travel to any track across the country to watch their driver. Other sports fans also travel 

distances to watch their favorite team play, but they also have the advantage of having 

“home” games. There are no home races in NASCAR; each week is raced at a different 

track and the tracks do not favor one particular driver over the rest. With the help of 

social media, creating a sense of pride in a place a little bit easier.  

Many individual tracks have embraced social media and fans can follow accounts 

from Texas Motor Speedway to the Pocono Raceway in Pennsylvania. By tracks having 

their own social media accounts this helps create a pride in place and gives fans another 

outlet to express themselves. During the April 2nd race at Texas Motor Speedway the 

official NASCAR hashtag, besides #NASCAR, was #WildAsphaltCircus. By using this 

hashtag fans create their own sense of pride in the place they are visiting, or watching on 

TV. It is important for NASCAR to create this pride in place because most NASCAR 

races last all weekend. There is a truck series that races on Friday, the Nationwide series 

that races on Saturday, and the Sprint Cup series (this is the highest division) that races 

on Sunday. Many people are camped out for days and the tracks become their home. 

With so many events happening between three days, the best way to keep updated is 

through social media. NASCAR and the individual tracks are constantly posting updates 

about events happening on and off the track. Again, they are creating a sense of pride in 

their place that was not previously available.  

 The third factor in fan spectatorship is social integration. Sports promotes social 

integration by bringing together its spectators and creating a bond through common 



interest (Grover 26). It is important for NASCAR and their social media accounts to be 

an overarching umbrella of support for the entire organization. It can at times be difficult 

to unite 75 million fans when they are split amongst 57 different drivers. Through their 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Vine accounts NASCAR does a decent job at staying 

neutral when it comes to drivers and teams. Of course some drivers like Dale Earnhardt, 

Jr., receive more attention because they are by far a fan favorite, but they also make sure 

to feature less popular drivers as well.  

Other programs, like NASCAR GREEN, also help with social integration. During 

the month of April if a fan tweets out a picture of a tree and includes the hashtag 

#showmeyourtrees they are entered into a drawing to win prizes. These types of programs 

show no bias towards any driver or racing team and only strengthen the bond between the 

organization and its fans.  

There is also social integration between fans and the sponsors of their drivers. 

While all sports have sponsors, NASCAR is unique in that each driver has its own set of 

sponsors and fans are just as loyal to these sponsors as they are their drivers. Some fans 

even pick drivers based on their sponsors, (Hugenberg and Hugenberg 642). For 

example, Jeff Gordon has a Pepsi sponsorship and people who are loyal to the Pepsi 

brand will follow that sponsorship no matter who the driver is. The sport of NASCAR is 

able to integrate its fans and fans of particular products through social media. When 

drivers post about their sponsors, fans are influenced by this and it creates a bond 

between the driver, the fan, and the sponsor, like Mountain Dew. Mountain Dew may 

also post about NASCAR and its sponsored driver, again integrating their fans with other 



NASCAR fans. Between the programs NASCAR administrates and the tons of driver 

sponsors, there is social integration taking place inside and outside the realm of the sport.  

 Finally, the last factor is clarification of gender roles. In the past, like most sports, 

NASCAR was a pastime for the male spectator. This however is changing and NASCAR 

embarrasses their female fans. Traditional gender roles have evolved in the past decade to 

include more and more women, and the social media strategy of NASCAR has not fallen 

behind. It is estimated that roughly 40% of NASCAR fans are women (Hugenberg and 

Hugenber 647). Women are now attending more races, buying more merchandise, and of 

course participating on social media. NASCAR and many racing teams promote Pinterest 

pages that have everything from clothing, to best NASCAR moments, to tailgating tips, 

to race infographics. NASCAR prides itself on being a family sport, and in being a family 

sport that means including every member of the family.  

NASCAR is also the only professional sport that allows women to compete with 

the men. Danica Patrick is the sole female driver in the Sprint Cup series; she has been a 

leading role model for women and has helped shatter gender roles. Patrick is the also the 

first NASCAR driver to reach one million followers on Twitter (espn.com). The whole 

sport has embraced her with the help of social media. Without social media, Danica 

would still be a wonderful female role model and powerhouse, but she would not be able 

to so easily reach out to all her many fans. Gender roles do not need such clarification 

anymore because they have become so integrated. Twitter and Facebook are not biased 

applications and these platforms make it easy to communicate to all people, regardless of 

gender. 



 Within the past five years the sport of NASCAR has heavily embraced the social 

media realm. By partnering with Twitter they have boosted their audience and created a 

higher level of engagement within their fan base. Social media is not just about posting 

status updates; it is also about connecting on a deeper level. One way NASCAR triumphs 

on social media is by reaching out to their fans on a more psychological level. They do 

this by engaging their fans psychological well-being and self-expression, by creating a 

pride in place, combining social integration, and identifying gender roles. All these 

elements are essential to creating deeper connections between sports organizations, or 

any organization, and its fans or clients. NASCAR is a family sport, and they try to create 

a family out of all their social media followers. Fans are always encouraged to share their 

thoughts, pictures, and emotions across Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, Vine, and 

Pinterest. Thanks to live tweeting and instantaneous access to photos and information the 

sports world has changed, and will never be the same (Hancherick 20). The sports world 

is not the only area that changed due to social media; all fields whether it be art or 

medicine have been subjected to these same changes. But like sports has seen, it is not 

just about the flow of information, but it is also about the sense of community that social 

media facilitates. We now have this new space where people can interact with others, and 

businesses on a deeper level. Like Pierre Lévy states, “Although only virtual, the 

knowledge space, the space of collective imagination and creation, nourishes all the other 

anthropological frequencies,” (236). Other companies outside of the sports environment 

can learn from the way organizations like NASCAR have studied the psychological 

properties of their audience, and can do the same. There are different psychological 



reasons humans enjoy art, and science, and studying these aspects will create a stronger 

bond and create a lasting relationship between fans, consumers, and others.  
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