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Social media relationship marketing research in sport has been a popular topic over the past decade (Filo, Lock, & 
Karg, 2015). Upon review of these articles, Filo et al. (2015) concluded that much of the research is focused on how 
social media is used to develop relationships between brands and consumers. Despite the number of studies 
combining relationship marketing and social media, very few have included a conceptual model for evaluation 
(Abreza, O’Reilly, & Reid, 2013), and even fewer have been empirically tested. This study applies Sashi’s (2012) 
customer engagement model to empirically evaluate the development of customer engagement by recent expansion 
Major League Soccer (MLS) teams in the United States. Sashi’s model was chosen based on its incorporation of 
relationship marketing concepts, customer engagement concepts, and a social media directed focus.  
 
Previous customer engagement cycles have referred to stages of awareness, consideration, inquiry, purchase, and 
retention (Sashi, 2012); however, these models are not as useful here given the focus of social media in sport, which 
is directed towards connection and communication rather than purchase behaviors (Williams & Chinn, 2010). The 
customer engagement cycle is a process model made up of seven stages: connection, interaction, satisfaction, retention, 
commitment, advocacy, and engagement (Sashi, 2012). Each stage of the model presents an opportunity for the seller to 
help the buyer move to the subsequent stage, through customer engagement strategies. The connection stage requires 
that the customer and the seller must connect for a relationship to be developed. Interaction consists of behavioral 
actions where the buyer or seller acknowledges the other through some means of contact. The satisfaction stage is 
defined as a check-point and can precede or follow purchase behaviors; this measurement tool is important for 
strategy analysis and adjustment, as dissatisfaction can derail attempts to develop long-term relationships (Sashi, 
2012). The retention stage requires assessment of the relationship between seller and customer, and can be the result 
of two distinct factors: “enduring relationships without emotional bonds, or emotional bonds without a long-term 
relationship” (Sashi, 2012, p. 263). Commitment is described by two dimensions: affective and calculative 
commitment. Affective commitment is characterized by an emotional trust in a relationship (also called customer 
delight); calculative commitment is characterized by a cost/benefit analysis or lack of other options (also called 
customer loyalty) (Sashi, 2012). Advocacy is understood as the customer engaging others about their positive 
experiences through ‘word-of-mouth’ marketing. Finally, engagement is defined as the seller involving the customer 
“in the value-adding process as co-creators of value” (Sashi, 2012, p. 264). This is said to enhance satisfaction of 
both customers and sellers as needs can change over time (Sashi, 2012). This is especially important given that the 
effects of customer satisfaction have a positive effect on retention (Gustafsson, Johnson, & Roos, 2005).  
 
Sashi’s (2012) model was developed with a social media focus, as a means of sellers engaging their customers for 
relationship development, however there is very little empirical testing of this model (Cabiddu, De Carlo, & Piccoli, 
2014). From the seller’s perspective, connection is established by using a franchise-related social media account to 
either “like” or “follow” the social media accounts of customers or potential customers. Interaction would be a 
comment/direct message, favorite/re-tweet, or “sharing” of a post; this is an extension of the connection 
component that transmits a more significant amount of information to the customer. The satisfaction stage is 
evidenced by a survey or similar comment mechanism that the seller provides for the customer to provide input via 
social media outlets. Customers moving into the retention and commitment stages are often the result of high 
satisfaction. Evidence of retention can be seen through participation in repeated interactions via social media or 
purchase behaviors, which a team may report on their social media account (i.e. announcing number of tickets sold 
for an event). Similarly, evidence of commitment can be seen through season ticket sales reports (calculative) or 
emotional dedication to the fans (affective). The advocacy stage is evident through customers connecting with and 
discussing their experience with the seller, or through unidirectional expressions on social media about an experience 
with the sport team, which the team then re-tweets or shares with its followers. The engagement stage is characterized 
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by posts that elicit idea generation from the customer; for example: offering contests soliciting new team logos, 
motto’s, or suggestions that will improve the customer experience. 
 
Major League Soccer (MLS) has been the fastest growing major professional sport league in the United States 
(Smith, 2016). Since 2004, MLS has added 13 teams and has plans to add another six teams by 2022 (Straus, 2016). 
The most recent expansion teams, Orlando City SC, New York City FC, Atlanta United FC, and Minnesota United 
FC, have experienced unprecedented success in developing fan bases (Reed & Henke, 2017) and social media played 
a critical role because they targeted millennials (Smith, 2016). Due to the significant impact of social media outlets in 
MLS, it is critical to analyze the current implementation of teams’ social media marketing strategies.  
 
The author proposes a case study approach to produce specific social media customer engagement 
recommendations based on Sashi’s (2012) seven stages of the customer engagement cycle for future expansion 
franchises in MLS. The case study will focus on the most recent franchise additions to MLS (NYCFC, Orlando City 
SC, Atlanta United FC, Minnesota United FC), as social media forms a major part in the promotion of their brand 
(Reed & Henke, 2017). For this study the social networking platforms of Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram will be 
used. As of 2014, Twitter and Facebook were seen as vital social media platforms as they were ranked number one 
and number three, respectively, among Fortune 100 companies in terms of use (Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014). 
Instagram was chosen based on an estimated 600 million users (“Number of monthly active”, 2017), including over 
200,000 followers for both Orlando City SC (“orlandocitysc”, 2017) and NYCFC (“nycfc”, 2017), illustrating a 
significant connection with fans of each team.  
 
Data will be collected through the social media analysis program DiscoverText. This software will allow the author 
to scrape the data from a variety of social media platforms (Delia & Armstrong, 2015) with a time frame of 12 
months prior to each team’s first MLS match until the date of data collection. Initially the author will conduct a 
content analysis, which Bryman (2008) notes is “an approach to the analysis of documents and texts, that seek to 
quantify content in terms of pre-determined categories” (in Leavy, 2016, p.360). The purpose of a qualitative 
assessment will allow for the posts to be categorized in to the seven stages in Sashi’s (2012) customer engagement 
cycle. Descriptive statistics (Andrew, Pederson, & McEvoy, 2011) will be used to evaluate the level of engagement 
for each of the seven stages of Sashi’s (2012) model, with number of likes, retweets, shares, etc. being used as 
measures. The exploratory nature of this study warrants a focused look at engagement to evaluate the relationship 
between the franchises and their customers (Cabiddu et al., 2014). The author envisages that conclusions centering 
on social media engagement used by MLS expansion franchises can be developed, with recommendations for future 
expansion franchises in the development of their social media engagement strategic plan.  
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