Tweet and Crimson: Toward establishing an evaluative model of marketing and public relations efforts by sport entities through Twitter

ABSTRACT

The emergence of second-generation Internet applications, particularly those dealing with microblogging and social networking, has created a new landscape for sport organization marketing and public relations efforts. In particular, the emergence of the Web 2.0 application Twitter has provided companies with a mixture of new opportunity and new challenge. Twitter, a so-called ‘micro-blogging’ application (Palser, 2009), allows organizations to send short, 140-character messages, which may then be read by fans and other key stakeholders. These stakeholders are also able to send messages to one another via the same network.

Due to the nascence of this technology, there is no consensus among either practitioners or scholars as to how organizations should best utilize Twitter to communicate with their fans and constituents; indeed, even major North American sports leagues have widely varying policies regarding the usage of Twitter by its administrators, coaches, and players (Whiteside, 2009a). This study aims to lay the foundation for future scholarly and practical efforts regarding Twitter, by qualitatively and quantitatively examining selected messages and methodologies utilized currently in the ‘Twittersphere’, and utilizing those examinations to establish an evaluative model of Twitter-based marketing and public relations efforts in sport management.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Public relations and marketing professionals must develop strategies to manage an organization’s public image, and those who do not embrace emerging Internet technologies as a supplement to these strategies will be left without the skills to compete for key stakeholders’ attention (Christ, 2005).  According to Christ (2005), the Internet is quickly becoming the primary source of knowledge for many people, and affords public relations and marketing professionals the unique opportunity of delivering customized messages to a global audience, which is much more difficult to achieve using traditional PR and marketing tactics. This relationship marketing, or the “ongoing cooperative behavior between the marketer and the consumer” (Bee & Kahle, 2006, p. 103) is an important focus for sport marketers because all sport marketing exchanges involve some form of relationship marketing (Bee & Kahle, 2006).

In recent years, second-generation Internet applications such as blogs, wikis, and social networking sites have become increasingly popular with younger demographic groups.  These applications allow users to control online communications, which Thackeray, Neiger, Hanson, and McKenzie (2008) found “can directly engage consumers” (p. 338). While online social networking dates back to 1978 with email, bulletin boards, and listservs (Wasserman & Faust, 1994), the vast growth and popularity of social networking is a relatively recent phenomenon. The medium of Twitter is one such second-generation Internet application, and is described by Palser (2009) as “micro-blogging” (p. 54). This form of new marketing allows users to post 140 character messages for others to read. The architecture of Twitter is relatively simple, with users able to ‘follow’ other users’ messages, and other users possessing the ability to ‘follow’ their messages. The choice of whether to follow another user is made by the individual, and users have the ability to ‘block’ other users from following them. Users also have the ability to reply to another user’s Twitter messages, either publicly or privately.

According to Palser (2009), one benefit of Twitter is that it provides businesses a direct link to valuable audiences that are more difficult to reach via traditional forms of media (i.e., newspapers).  Sport organizations, athletes, coaches, and team owners have begun using the service as a public relations and marketing tool to communicate directly with fans, recruits, and other stakeholders (Bell, 2009; Buteau & Levinson, 2009; Hutchens, 2009; Whiteside, 2009). Sport media outlets such as Sports Illustrated have even begun including snippets of athletes’ and coaches’ “tweets” in their news content, allowing some tweets to reach an even broader audience than only those who have accounts on Twitter.

Preliminary examinations of Twitter users indicate that they fall into various clusters of usage. Some are utilizing the service primarily as broadcasters, and have a disproportionate number of followers; another group, acquaintances, tend to have reciprocal numbers of followers; and a third group, miscreants, follow a disproportionate number of users (Krishnamurthy, Gill, & Arlett, 2008). Utilizing this typology of users in examining Twitter in the sport marketing and public relations realm, broadcasters would represent coaches, league officials, players, and other organizational personnel, since these individuals tend to have far more followers than users that they themselves follow. The category of acquaintances would apply generally to sports fans, who sign up to follow the aforementioned broadcasters, but also follow other fans, and exchange messages with these reciprocal followers. The third category, miscreants, would apply to ‘spammers’, which are accounts that broadcast unwanted advertising information. This category might also apply to sport entities which have yet to build an audience on Twitter.

Due to the nascence of the technology, there is no clear consensus among either practitioners or academics regarding how Twitter should be utilized or what effects it has on the relationship between sport entities and consumers. Indeed, there are widely varying approaches being taken to the usage of Twitter; sports leagues such as the LPGA (Buteau & Levinson, 2009) and WPS (Bell, 2009) have fully embraced the technology, while entities such as Major League Baseball have had little to no adaptation (Whiteside, 2009a). 

Even among those entities which have embraced Twitter, the methodology used varies widely. For example, some collegiate head coaches such as Indiana University’s Tom Crean, West Virginia’s Bill Stewart, and Louisiana State’s Les Miles provide Twitter updates themselves (Whiteside, 2009a), intermixing traditional public relations messages with personal statements and non-business related elements. This mix of business and personal appears to establish a way for fans to relate to a coach or athlete on a far more relational and intimate level than is seen with more traditional methods of public relations and marketing.

Other collegiate coaches, such as Tennessee’s Lane Kiffin, do not personally utilize Twitter, but instead either dictate the text to be communicated, or delegate the task of ‘tweeting’ to an assistant coach (Travis, 2009; Whiteside, 2009b). This new technology also poses challenges for governing bodies with rules regulating contact between coaches and athletes, as demonstrated in an incident where a Twitter message posted on Tennesee coach Lane Kiffin’s account was self-reported by the university to the NCAA as a secondary recruiting violation (Travis, 2009; Whiteside, 2009b).

In the past year, Twitter has also become a popular application among sport entities for consumer relationship marketing (Kimball, 2009). In addition to adding value for consumers in the United States, sport organizations have also used the technology to extend their reach in international markets (Mahmud, 2009). Similarly, organizations such as the PGA have also implemented the micro-blogging feature within Twitter to develop effective database marketing tools to reach younger generations of consumers (Show, 2009). In fact, with a link to Twitter in the month leading up to the Masters, the PGA was able to compile 43,000 followers for live tweets during the event (Show, 2009). 

PURPOSE OF STUDY

Because of the recent growth and popularity of Twitter, along with the research showing that such online social networking applications are valuable PR and marketing tools for organizations, it is necessary to examine the marketing and public relations efforts of sport organizations via Twitter in order to determine their effectiveness. This presentation examines the methods currently used by sport organizations in communicating with key stakeholders via the Twitter technology. 

METHODOLOGY

A mixed methodology will be utilized, in order to examine both the content of Twitter messages being utilized by sports figures and the perceived intent behind those messages. Both qualitative and quantitative analysis of Twitter feeds from various sports figures will be used, in an attempt to establish an evaluative model of marketing and public relations effectiveness of these efforts. 

Due to the exploratory nature of this research, the initial examination of Twitter messages will be qualitative, in an attempt to generate a typology of existing and potential messaging methods for sport-related entities. A selective, non-random sample of current Twitter feeds from collegiate head basketball and football coaches will be utilized, with particular effort given towards including Twitter feeds maintained by the coaches themselves, as well as those feeds maintained by athletic department personnel in the name of the coach (Whiteside, 2009a). Following this qualitative section, a preliminary coding and evaluation system will be created, based upon the results of the typographies uncovered. This coding system will then be utilized to examine a small cross-section of existing Twitter feeds from sport-related entities. These results will then be utilized in laying the groundwork for an effective evaluative model of marketing and public relations messages through the medium of Twitter.
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