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Sport rivalries are a fundamental aspect of the culture of sport (Shropshire, 2006). While many sport fans 
passionately root against their opponents, rivalries provide a unique opportunity for teams to engage fans and 
deliver impactful marketing content. Specifically, social media is a distinctive communication platform that can 
exponentially expand the reach, engagement, and connection of a brand (i.e., a team; Hanna, Rohm, & Crittenden, 
2011; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), where content can be generated by both the team and the consumers. While a few 
researchers have examined the effects of sport rivalries and antisocial behaviors (Dalakas & Melancon, 2012; 
Havard, 2014; Lee, 1985; Raney & Kinnally, 2009), no research on the effects of rivalries and virtual maltreatment 
within the social media context exists. Thus, the purpose of the current study was to understand the effects of sport 
rivalries on fan engagement within Twitter for segments of the Manchester United Football Club’s ecosystem (i.e., 
team brand, news-based fan club, unofficial fan club, and firm). First, we examined how the specific Twitter content 
affected fan engagement during rivalry matches. Second, we compared fan engagement and virtual maltreatment 
within the segments of the Manchester United ecosystem. 
 
Manchester United Football Club: In 2016, Manchester United was the most valuable football club in the 
Premier League, and the third most valuable football club in the world (Forbes, 2016). Additionally, Manchester 
United has the most Twitter followers at 9.37 million among the Premier League teams, thus making them the most 
relevant club for our study. The historical context of the teams within the Premier League revealed four main 
Manchester United rivalries: Arsenal Football Club (Arsenal), Chelsea Football Club (Chelsea), Liverpool Football 
Club (Liverpool), and Manchester City Football Club (Manchester City). With a total of 38 games, eight matches 
were categorized as rivalry matches, while 30 matches were categorized as non-rivalry matches.  
 
Social Identity Theory and Sport Rivalry: In sport, identifying with a sports team has become an integral 
component of one’s self-identity (Kelley & Tian, 2004). Based on previous research on rivalries, the ecological 
framework and social identity theory, the following hypothesis was developed. H1: Fan engagement on Twitter will 
be significantly higher during rivalry matches compared to non-rivalry matches for the (a) Manchester United 
Twitter account, (b) Manchester United news based Twitter account, (c) Manchester United unofficial fan Twitter 
account, and (d) Manchester United firm Twitter account. 
 
Virtual Maltreatment within Social Media: Virtual maltreatment has become a significant social problem in 
leisure activities such as sport because it is easier to enact, safer to do, and easier to target those who are different 
(Kavanagh et al., 2016). We propose that rivalries will have an effect on the types of content generated within social 
media. Thus, the following hypothesis was posited. H2: During rivalries, significantly more virtual maltreatment 
content will be generated on Twitter for the (a) Manchester United Twitter account, (b) Manchester United news 
based Twitter account, (c) Manchester United unofficial fan Twitter account, and (d) Manchester United firm 
Twitter account. 
 
Aggressive Anonymity: According to Price, Farrington, and Hall (2013), Twitter offers individuals a platform to 
instantaneously communicate, directly or indirectly, with and about stakeholders. Therefore, we posited this 
hypothesis to test the effect of maltreatment on fan engagement within Twitter. H3: Fan engagement on Twitter will 
be significantly higher when virtual maltreatment content is generated for the (a) Manchester United Twitter 
account, (b) Manchester United news based Twitter account, (c) Manchester United unofficial fan Twitter account, 
and (d) Manchester United firm Twitter account. 
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Method 
 
Twitter posts from four segments within the Manchester United ecosystem were selected and examined including 
the team’s official Twitter account (@ManUtd; 9.37 million followers), a news based Twitter account 
(@ManU_FCFans; 532,719 followers), an unofficial fan club Twitter account (@OldTraffordReds; 148,728 
followers), and a firm Twitter account (@UnitedsRedArmy; 81,800 followers). A sample of tweets from the 2015-
2016 Premier League season were studied. Tweets were collected for the day before, day of, and day after a Premier 
League match for both home and away Manchester United matches. In total, 2,751 tweets were analyzed from the 
team’s official Twitter account (n = 1,927), news based Twitter account (n = 536), an unofficial fan club account (n 
= 199), and a firm account (n = 89). Data was coded based on the following components: types of tweet content 
(e.g., text, photo, handles, etc.), tweet subject content (e.g., player, opponent, etc.), win or loss, home or away match, 
rivalry or non-rivalry, aggressive language (i.e., curse words or implied curse words), and maltreatment features.  
 
Data Analysis 
 
A content analysis of each ecosystem segment of the Manchester United brand was conducted. A reliability test by 
randomly selecting and measuring 5% of the coded tweets (n = 140) to ensure consistency within the data coding 
was conducted. SPSS 22.0 was used to generate standard descriptive statistics for the Twitter data for each account. 
For H1 & H3, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used and for H2, a chi-square analysis was used.  
 
Results 
 
Our findings support H1 for fan engagement with retweets and likes: Manchester United Twitter account, retweets 
F(1,1924) = 24.77, p < .001, likes F(1,1924) = 27.82, p < .001 and responses F(1,1924) = .014, p = .91; news based 
Twitter account, retweets F(1,534) = 22.45, p < .001, likes F(1,534) = 36.52, p < .001, and responses F(1,534) = 
14.58, p < .001; unofficial fan Twitter account, retweets F(1,197) = 39.13, p < .001, likes F(1,197) = 47.32, p < .001, 
and responses F(1,197) = .21, p = .64; firm Twitter account, retweets F(1,85) = 4.13, p = .04, likes F(1,85) = 5.32, p 
= .02, and responses F(1,85) = .62, p = .43. Our findings support three of the four hypotheses (H2b, H2c, and 
H2d). Chi-square results show a statistically significant difference in maltreatment content between rivalry and non-
rivalry matches. Our findings support three of the four hypotheses (H3b, H3c, and H3d): news-based Twitter 
account, retweets F(1,535) = 6.16, p =.01, likes F(1,535) = 11.14, p = .001, and responses F(1,535) = 57.80, p < 
.001; unofficial fan Twitter account, retweets F(1,197) = 29.26, p < .001, likes F(1,197) = 40.76, p < .001, and 
responses F(1,197) = 11.17, p = .001; firm Twitter account, retweets F(1,85) = 5.71, p = .02, likes F(1,85) = 10.67, p 
< .001, and responses F(1,85) = 13.73, p < .001.  
 
Discussion 
 
Our results demonstrate that rivalries have a significant and robust effect on fan engagement across the segments of 
the Manchester United ecosystem. Although the team Twitter account generated basically zero virtual maltreatment 
content, the opposite spectrum of the ecosystem revealed the firm’s content contained virtual maltreatment one out 
of four tweets. The fact that fan engagement was higher for all four categories of the ecosystem indicates sport 
marketers should anticipate such and use these competitions as an opportunity for greater association of the brand 
with a specific property to increase reach. All of our findings highlight the importance of leveraging rivalry matches 
as a way to enhance a brand and sponsorship. 
 


