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Relationship-building is an important goal of social media marketing (Abeza, O'Reilly, & Reid, 2013; Williams & 
Chinn, 2010). Thus, we approach this research on social media marketing using a relationship marketing framework. 
The goal of relationship marketing is to build, maintain, and enhance customer relationships through two-way 
communication and interaction. As a result, customer engagement is the primary objective of social media marketing 
(Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010; Tsai & Men, 2013) and researchers and practitioners agree that social media content 
should be designed to encourage engagement, discussion, and conversation (Heinonen, 2011; Walsh, Clavio, Lovell, 
& Blaszka, 2013).  
 
However, marketers still struggle to get customers to engage with their brands (Schultz & Peltier, 2013). This is 
especially true on social media, where marketers lack a concrete understanding of why consumers engage with social 
media content (Miller & Lammas, 2010). As a result, past research recommends figuring out what drives engagement 
(Malhotra, Malhotra, & See, 2013) and focusing on content development to improve the return on investment of 
social media marketing (Watanabe, Yan, & Soebbing, 2015).  
 
While existing research on social media scholarship in sport management describes the type of content teams post 
using content analysis (Abeza, O’Reilly, Sequin, and Nzindukiyimana, 2015; Filo, Lock, & Karg, 2015), we are not 
aware of any research that identifies the characteristics of social media messages that lead to engagement. We plan to 
fill this gap by examining the media and message content that lead to social media engagement using experimental 
methods—which answers calls for more sophisticated methods in social media research in sport (Abeza et al., 2015; 
Filo et al., 2015).  
 
Method 
 
We ran an experiment with a mixed factorial design. There was one within-subjects (or repeated measures) factor 
(i.e., media) and one between-subjects factor (i.e., message content). In exchange for course credit, 227 undergrad 
students (Mage = 21, 52% female) participated in this study. We randomly assigned participants to one of nine 
message content categories identified in past research:  
• Community outreach: “The [team] visit local homeless shelter to serve Thanksgiving meal.”  
• Direct sales: “[team] single-game tickets are on sale now!” 
• Diversion: “Your favorite band is coming to play the [team]’s facility on May 25, 2018!”  
• External commerce: “Check out these great deals from Cub Foods, official grocery sponsor of the [team]!” 
• Interactivity: “The [team] want to know, what was your favorite moment this season? Voting is now open!” 
• Organizational promotion: “It’s Game Day! Watch the [team] take on their rival tonight at 7:05pm.”  
• Player promotion: “Star player from the [team] makes all-star team this season!”  
• Product promotion: “Check out the new [team] merchandise that hit team store today!” 
• Team information: “The [team] win home opener tonight in an exciting fight to the finish!” 
 
Participants began the study by listing their favorite professional sport teams and rated three scenarios. Each 
scenario had the same message content but included different media (none, photo, and video, presented in a random 
order). For example, if the participant’s favorite team was the Dallas Cowboys and they were assigned to team 
information, they read, “The Dallas Cowboys win home opener tonight in an exciting fight to the finish!” One 
scenario had no additional information. A second scenario included, “Below the post is a photo of the Dallas 
Cowboys scoring in the final minutes of the game.” The third scenario included, “Below the post is a video of the 
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Dallas Cowboys scoring in the final minutes of the game.” The stimuli were scenario-based and did not include any 
actual photos or videos. Finally, participants rated how likely they were to do the following for each post: do 
nothing, comment on it, like it, share it, click on it to learn more, make a purchase as a result of it, and talk about it 
(measured on 7-point scales from 1 = “definitely would not” to 7 = “definitely would”).  
 
Results 
 
We compared means across conditions using a mixed-design analysis of variance (ANOVA). There were several 
significant differences across the various forms of engagement. For brevity, we report results for “like.” The effects 
of media (F(2, 436) = 41.78, p < .01), message content (F(8, 218) = 6.61, p < .01), and their two-way interaction 
(F(16, 436) = 1.77, p < .05) were significant. Notably, all three media conditions were significantly different from 
one another—with none less likely than photo (F(1, 218) = 39.42, p < .01; Mnone = 3.54 vs. Mphoto = 4.07) or 
video (F(1, 218) = 57.90, p < .01; Mvideo = 4.34) and photo less likely than video (F(1, 218) = 11.79, p < .01) to 
generate “likes.” We also explored differences between message content conditions within each media. For example, 
when a photo was present, direct sales and external commerce were less likely to generate “likes” than any other 
message content. Likewise, we found differences between media and message content across all other forms of 
engagement. 
 
Discussion 
 
Experimental results provide evidence that media and message content affect social media engagement in sport. We 
contribute to theory by identifying the media and message content that are most effective in increasing various 
forms of engagement. In addition, results support the notion that social media should be used to develop 
relationships with customers (vs. sell products). Specifically, participants did not want to engage with direct sales or 
external commerce content. This work also has practical implications in that teams should highlight different media 
and message content to elicit different forms of engagement. Overall, videos are more effective than photos or no 
media and community outreach, diversion, player promotion, and team information were more effective in terms of 
encouraging engagement. We plan to build on this initial work by examining the optimal combinations of platform, 
media, and message content for specific forms of engagement using conjoint analysis.  
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