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Abstract

Twitter has become a favourite social media vehicle for sports
organizations looking to connect with fans. Less is known, however,
about the value of tweets for the fans themselves. This research is
a preliminary investigation into assessing this value by attempting to
classify sports tweets from the fan perspective, and determining whether
there is a relationship between value and team identification (TI).
Results revealed that TI significantly influences how much people
value specific categories of sports tweets. Future avenues for research
are suggested.
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Introduction
Sports organizations have grasped the importance of using social media
technologies to connect with their fans. They have provided news feeds,
blogs, interactive web sites, and discussion boards and established
presences on Facebook. Twitter, a micro-blogging social network, has
also been heavily used by sports organizations to increase their connection
to fans. Some of the early adopters in sports were the players themselves,
who often provided an insider perspective on games. For example,
Shaquille O’Neal (@THE_REAL_SHAQ) successfully interacted with
more than 30,000 fans within just a few months of launching his account in
2008.1 As sports organizations themselves started to use Twitter, they
found an avenue for game promotion and fan involvement before, during
and after sporting events. For example, the New England Patriots often
post tweets to increase excitement about upcoming games, provide
play-by-play commentary during the game, and then follow up with game
recaps and player interviews. They also share fan pictures and posts.
By using Twitter to connect sports fans with the teams they follow,
organizations can foster more involvement — not just with the teams
themselves and sports personalities, but also with other fans.2 Twitter
gives fans something that other media cannot provide as easily — access
to instantaneous information from both official and unofficial sources.
Both the accelerated delivery of information on mobile platforms via the
internet and the ability to interact with that information is changing how
fans consume content. This consumption is more personal than the mass
media broadcast model so long favoured by sports organizations.3
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Although research has been conducted on the value of Twitter for sports
organizations, less is known about the value for fans. For example, the
New England Patriots tweet not only about current games and player
commentary, but also about charitable events attended by team members,
past and present game statistics, local promotions and contests, and
retweets, photos and other information supplied by fans. But is that
content valuable to their followers? The purpose of this research is to take
an initial step in assessing the value of tweets to fans as it relates to TI.
To investigate, tweets generated by a National Basketball Association
(NBA) team were classified into subject categories relevant to fans.
A survey was then conducted to assess the use of Twitter to follow a team,
and relationships between TI, use of Twitter and different categories of
tweets.

In the following section, a short overview of Twitter is provided along
with a discussion of its use in the sports industry. The value of content
as it affects relationships that sports marketers develop with consumers and
with TI is also considered. Subsequent sections present the methodology
and results for categorizing sports tweets, survey findings, a discussion of
implications for social media administrators in sports organizations and
suggestions for future research in this area.

Literature review
Created in 2006, Twitter is a social network and micro-blogging tool that is
part of a group of technologies generally classified as ‘social media’. These
tools tend to possess the characteristics of what Tim O’Reilly4 termed
‘Web 2.0’: tools delivered over the internet (more specifically via the web),
providing rich, interactive content and harnessing the collective
intelligence of the online community. Twitter users send ‘tweets’ —
messages of 140 characters or less — on the Twitter website (http://www
.twitter.com) via smartphone apps, third-party apps or sites using
Twitter’s set of application programming interfaces. Messages are public
by default and are presented in reverse chronological order. Users may
‘follow’ (subscribe to) tweets from other users and, in turn, they may be
‘followed’. Usually this is an asymmetrical relationship, as there are more
followers than those being followed.5 Over the years, various conventions
have been used to maximize the utility of the 140-character limitation,
such as URL shortening services (eg bit.ly), the @ sign for mentions and
hashtags (#) for categorizing content. Twitter expanded its syntax with
retweets (RTs) for sharing a tweet from other users to a user’s own
followers, and direct messages, a private message to a follower. Twitter
has also provided tools for developers to embed multimedia content into
tweets.6

Twitter’s value to organizations, including sports teams, has been
furthered through its advertising vehicles: promoted tweets, promoted
trends and promoted accounts. Promoted tweets are tweets that advertisers
purchase to expand their marketing reach. They can appear on a search
result page, user timelines, enhanced profile pages or through official
Twitter clients and third-party clients (eg Hootsuite). End users may see
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promoted tweets on their timelines depending on what they follow and
other behaviour (eg retweeting) (https://support.twitter.com/articles/
142101-promoted-tweets#).

Promoted trends allow users to see context-based, time- and event-
sensitive information from Twitter’s advertising partners. As with
Twitter’s Trending Topics feature, tweets with the same topic using the
trending hashtag appear in the results, with the promoted trend as the
first tweet (https://support.twitter.com/articles/282142#).

Promoted accounts display a ‘who to follow’ section in the search
results to encourage more followers who may have an interest in the
product, service or event. All of these advertising vehicles can be
geo-targeted as well (https://business.twitter.com/en/advertise/promoted-
accounts/). For example, Columbia Sportswear could be seen as
a promoted account in the ‘who to follow’ section based on the other
organizations (sports, outdoor equipment suppliers) a user follows.
Twitter also supplies its own analytics tools to monitor promoted tweets,
trends and accounts, a followers’ dashboard to analyse demographics
and behaviour, and a website dashboard to measure traffic generated
from Twitter to an organization’s site. Annual revenue for Twitter in
2012 was estimated at US$317 m, with over 200 m monthly active users.7

Twitter demographics tend towards younger, urban users — the
Millennial generation. According to Pew Research in 2012, quoted in
Bullas,8 about 15 per cent of online adult users used Twitter; in addition,
26 per cent of internet users between the ages of 18 and 29 years used
Twitter, and 28 per cent of online African Americans. The report also
noted a correlation in the 18–24 age group between Twitter usage and
smartphone adoption, and a similar correlation with African-American
and Latino users. An earlier report9 noted that 5 per cent of Twitter users
account for more than 75 per cent of the activity and that over half of
all updates are posted using tools other than Twitter.com, such as
TweetDeck.

As before, most users seem to be concentrated in highly urban areas
(eg New York, Los Angeles, Boston), with a fairly even split between men
and women. The report also noted that 15 per cent of users who are
marketers follow more than 2,000 users as opposed to 0.29 per cent of
overall Twitter users. A Huffington Post study10 of college students using
Twitter found that more than half follow companies they like and about the
same percentage follow celebrities. Interestingly, college students were
more likely to use laptops or desktop computers than smartphones when
accessing Twitter.

Uses of Twitter in sports
As social media has become more established as a means of interaction,
researchers have begun to examine the role of tools such as Twitter from
the perspective of the sports organizations themselves, as well as athletes
and consumers. For sports organizations, Twitter is a way to promote
the team, increase fan engagement, build relationships and drive revenue
(eg game attendance, merchandise). In a series of interviews conducted
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with executives from several Australian professional sports clubs,
managers noted that their organizations used social media to add
value to their brand and to strengthen the bonds fans have with teams,
including giving those fans access to ‘insider’ information.11 Some
executives also stated that a key challenge in using social media was to
increase the value of the content to followers through personalization
and targeting.

In a study of bicycle race organizers, Twitter was used to spread
information about races and to offer promotions. Organizers found that
most of the followers were attracted during the first few days of
establishing the feed. Followers with large social networks of their own
helped to spread information about the event.12 One interesting
characteristic of Twitter noted in this study was the short lifespan of
information on Twitter, and that the network of followers for events grew
quickly at the beginning and then tapered off. For less one-off, event-based
streams, such as National Football League team coverage, that effect might
be more moderate, with followers continuing into the off-season even as
the number of tweets declines.

Twitter has been identified by athletes as the premier online social
networking tool.13 Athletes in all sports have used Twitter as a way to
comment on games, support charitable causes and endorse products.14

A content analysis of athletes’ tweets found that they tended to fall into
several categories: interactions with fans; insider information about the
team or the sport; discussion about other sports; promotions; links to
other content; or general entertainment.15 Twitter also served to increase
the level of direct fan interaction with athletes, including opportunities to
share personal opinions, post photographs or respond to questions.16,17

Mahan18 used the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) to investigate
social media’s usefulness and capacity to create enjoyment for sports fans
who consume internet content. The TAM has been used extensively to
explain the use and adoption of various types of information systems, and
to explore attitudes towards internet-based applications. This study
confirmed that the convenience and time-saving characteristics of social
media led consumers to enjoy these technologies and to perceive them as
being useful. Specifically, Twitter was noted as a vehicle that allowed
consumers to become ‘immersed’ in the interactive communication
process through tweets and retweets.

Seo and Green19 developed an instrument to measure why consumers
are motivated to view sports website content. This scale contained ten
dimensions of motivation: information, entertainment, interpersonal
communication, escape, [a way to] pass [the] time, fanship (identification
as a fan), team support, fan expression, economic (eg a place to buy
products) and technical knowledge (eg game rules). Many of these
motivational factors could be extended to social media, such as meeting
other fans and sharing opinions. In particular, Seo and Greene noted the
importance of fan expression in community building and participation,
a major part of communication strategies employed by sports marketers.
The temporal aspect of information was not represented in the instrument,
however, which is important for the time-sensitive nature of Twitter.
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Motivations and constraints in using Twitter to follow professional
athletes has been examined using Sports Twitter Consumption, a 12-item
scale with four measures of motivation (information, entertainment,
pass time and fanship) and four measures of constraints (accessibility,
economic, skills and social).20 The authors found that all four motivational
factors affected fans’ usage of Twitter in a positive manner. In addition,
they suggested that sports organizations should take advantage of
Twitter to increase opportunities for interaction and communication with
fans, which, in turn, would lead to stronger relationship marketing
opportunities.20 The authors also stated that Twitter kept fans engaged
with the players and the organization. When used strategically, Twitter
provided an opportunity to attract, develop and retain fans.20

Value creation of Twitter content
In consumer research, value is defined as a cost/benefit proposition — if
the benefits of consuming the product or service outweigh the costs (both
tangible and intangible), then it has positive value. Further, functional
value, which is defined in terms of utility, has been considered to be
a factor in the choices made by consumers.21,22 To be valuable, social
media must be seen as being worth the time and effort expended
(eg learning curves). Social media also benefits from network effects —
the more people use them, the more content there is, thereby increasing
the likelihood of return engagement and the perception of content value.5

Marketers must understand the value system of consumers and
recognize the role of internal processes in value generation.23 Resources,
product design elements and organizational processes must be consistently
aligned with the value needs of consumers. Value is transferred and
also created during the interaction process as customers look to fulfil
needs and gain value on an ongoing basis.24 The importance of
opportunities has also been highlighted in terms of use in joint value
creation to create a long-term ‘win-win’ for both parties.25 Effective
management is needed to ensure that the combined effects of planned
communication and meaningful interactions lead to value-added outcomes
for consumers.24

There has been some attempt to categorize responses to Twitter feeds
based on the actions someone would take. These tweets were identified26

as belonging to a category related to information sharing termed as ‘pass
along’. This category included retweets that acknowledge the source
tweet, URLs (often shortened) for a website, blog or photo/video-sharing
site, or selective endorsement where users select and filter content to
their followers from other sources. Lists of reasons to retweet including
distributing breaking news or information, endorsing opinions and
generating conversation around the tweet or for personal reasons (eg
sharing with friends) have also been developed.27 Boyd et al.27 also
suggested that retweets serve not just to disseminate information but also
to validate that information and engage with the community. The value
proposition might then be that ‘of the moment’ content has some inherent
value and that endorsing tweets or otherwise highlighting them implies that
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value can be added. It may be that users find tweets valuable by measures
other than overt acts of sharing. The critical act of deciding to follow
a feed in itself implies that the content is important. Valued content can
then become a key tool in developing relationships with consumers and
strengthening TI.

Relationship marketing
Relationship marketing was first introduced in the service marketing
field and is now considered a part of contemporary marketing practice.28

Relationship marketing emphasizes the retention and development of
existing customers29 and stresses the importance of interactions,
relationships and networks as central components of the process.25

Relationship marketing is defined as ‘the process of identifying and
establishing, maintaining, enhancing and, when necessary, terminating
relationships with customers and other stakeholders, so that the objectives
of all parties are met’ (p. 101).24 This process is designed to build
long-term relationships with the organization’s best customers, generate
further business and provide additional value for consumers. Relationship
marketing is also an integrative process requiring three key elements:
communication, interaction and value.24 Focused attention, incorporating
each component strategically, allows marketers to develop effective
long-term relationships with customers.

The sports industry has increasingly embraced the value of relationship
marketing and a number of sports-specific models have been presented.
Sports consumers are recognized ‘as highly involved consumers with
a desire for long-term association with a team sport’, and Shani suggested
that the sports performance element of the industry would benefit from
relationship marketing approaches.30 Sports marketers can benefit from
developing a process beginning with the development of segmentation
strategies and then moving along a continuum to recognizing the role of
niche marketing and database marketing in developing a ‘rich and detailed’
(p. 14) platform for relationship marketing.30

In 2008, an extension of Shani’s framework within the context of
Australian sports was developed.31 This model highlighted a projected
convergence of relationship marketing with the increased sophistication
and development of sports marketing practice. Organizational structure,
research and a systematic use of relationship marketing strategies were
highlighted as significant components of this model.

How and why sports consumers engage in relationship marketing has
also been investigated, and it was found that ‘relationships that are
internalised and based on shared values have the deepest level of influence
and are most durable and consistent’ (p. 109).32 Additional researchers33,34

have also examined the use of relationship marketing strategies within
specific sports settings, including the dynamics of relationship marketing
strategies used within the English Premier League that highlighted the
different relational status of fans33 and the successful implementation
of relationship marketing within NASCA.34 The impact of technology for
sports marketers has also been explored on a limited basis along with
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activities such as the use of internet-based contests in an attempt to
enrich customer databases.35 The communication preferences of baseball
consumers have been examined and this highlights the need for
organizations to embrace the potential of viral marketing, electronic
word of mouth, social networking and blogging.36 In 2013, Abeza et al.37

further explored the use, opportunities and challenges in using social
media in order to support relationship marketing strategies in sports
organizations, and they suggested a focus on two-way communications
with engaging dialogue.

Team identification
Social identity theory38 provides the theoretical underpinning when
examining the concept of TI in sports settings. Social identity supports
the notion that individuals have a personal identity (focused on individual
characteristics) and a social identity (directed to others and feelings of
group membership). Membership in a social group and the perception
of group belonging may enhance a person’s self-esteem and, often,
a person’s definition of self becomes linked to the group.39 In many
organizational settings, customers who are closely identified are
considered more likely to feel a sense of connectedness.40 The
psychological connection of fans to a team allows a person to see the
team as an extension of himself/herself.41 TI within sports organizations
was defined as ‘the personal commitment and emotional involvement
customers have with a sports team’ (p. 15).42 Perceived connectedness has
also been found to impact the individual’s involvement and investment
within the group.

A number of researchers have examined the concept of TI within
sports settings, finding differences related to the level of identification.
Individuals characterized as high in TI have been shown to attend more
games,43 pay more for tickets,44 feel strong affiliations with fan members
who supported their team,42 invest more time and money in support of
their team, and perceive higher service quality in their interactions with the
team.45 In 2012, the impact of TI on fan perception and acceptance of
newly designed team logos was investigated.46 Highly identified fans
were found to be more likely to hold negative opinions of new logo
designs, and may be resistant towards the proposed changes. Finally,
fans that consume online content develop significantly stronger affiliations
with the team and, in turn, are more likely to attend sporting events.47

Research methodology
The study was conducted in two phases, beginning with a preliminary
assessment of basic categories of sports tweets. In phase two, a survey
was used to obtain quantitative data relating to Twitter activity, TI and
assessment of tweet value. The steps utilized in each phase are outlined
below.

As a preliminary step in assessing the value of tweets from
a fan perspective, an attempt was made to verify basic categories of
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sports-related tweets from the Boston Celtics twitter feed. A review of
literature was conducted to determine whether prior research in the sports
marketing and communication field had identified relevant categories.
No sports-specific studies were found, although attempts have been made
to classify tweets.26 Appropriate categorization information from these
studies was adapted for use in this exploratory study and the following
categories were identified:

● Conversations/commentary/opinions (g1)
● News (g2)
● Community relations/charity (g3)
● Promotions/advertising/sales (g4)
● Fan-generated content (g5)

In order to validate the classification categories of each tweet, a group
of graduate business students (N= 24) was used. A description of the
five categories was provided and participants were then asked to classify
each individual tweet into one of the categories. Twenty-six tweets were
classified using this methodology. Tweets that were not consistently
classified into a specific category by at least 50 per cent of the participants
were discarded from the study. Eight tweets were dropped, resulting in too
few tweets to analyse within the Community relations and Fan-generated
content categories. The remaining categories were used to comprise the
research model described below.

Participants (N= 162) included undergraduate students at a New
England university. Convenience sampling was used to enlist students
from a variety of undergraduate business classes. The students were
asked to complete the questionnaire as they viewed a variety of tweets
from the Boston Celtics on a large projection screen. The questionnaire
was administered during class, and of the 162 potential respondents,
133 useable responses were obtained, a response rate of 82 per cent.

A 30-item questionnaire was constructed to measure participant
perceptions in a number of areas related to TI and Twitter activity. The
survey included 25 original items and an established 5-item, 7-point
Likert TI scale.41 The questionnaire was organized into three sections.
Section 1 focused on demographic data (eg year, gender, ethnicity) and
basic Twitter use (eg ‘Do you have a Twitter account?’, ‘How often
do you tweet?’). Section 2 was used to gather information relating to TI.
Section 3 asked participants to evaluate each tweet on a Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 (very important) to 7 (not important). Participants rated
each tweet based on its interest/importance and the likelihood of
retweeting, sharing/posting, replying/responding and favouriting.

Results
Descriptive statistics were calculated to provide demographic data on
the respondents. Respondents were asked to identify their gender;
60 per cent were male and 40 per cent were female. Age representation
included 18–22 year olds (58 per cent), 23–30 year olds (35 per cent) and
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over 30s (7 per cent), indicating that a majority of the participants were
representative of the largest group of Twitter users (18–34 year olds).
Reported ethnicity of the respondents was predominantly Caucasian
(93 per cent).

Sixty per cent of respondents had a Twitter account and 64 per cent
reported following sports on Twitter. Twitter activity is summarized in
the frequency table (see Table 1) for the questionnaire item ‘How often do
you tweet?’ Individual fan identification items varied (see Table 2), with
roughly 40 per cent of participants not identifying with the Boston Celtics.

In order to address the research question relating to which constructs
affect an individual’s interest in a specific category of sports-related tweets,
participants were asked whether each of 26 tweets was important/
interesting. The base research model (see Figure 1) uses confirmatory

Table 1: How often do you tweet?

1 (very often) 2 3 4 5 6 7 (not often) Mean (SD)

Tweet frequency 3 8 10 10 11 6 85 5.83 (1.79)

Table 2: Fan identification items

1 (very) 2 3 4 5 6 7 (not) Mean (SD)

Fan strength 8 15 15 16 12 19 48 4.94 (2.04)
Friend perceived fan strength 9 12 15 15 11 17 54 5.06 (2.06)
Dislike for Celtics rivals 14 16 15 14 11 9 54 4.77 (2.24)
Importance of Celtics win 14 11 9 19 12 11 57 4.99 (2.16)
Importance of being a fan 10 12 10 15 13 14 59 5.16 (2.08)

teamid

1.00

q8

0.05 0.04

fan strength,
friend perceived fan strength,

dislike for rivals

conversations/commentary/opinions,
news,

promotions/advertising/sales

0.06 0.05 0.04 0.06

q9 q10 g1 g2 g4

1.09 0.97

0.58

Confirmatory Model
RMSEA = 0.036

CFI = 0.998
TLI = 0.997

SRMR = 0.026

interest

1.00 1.18 0.74

Figure 1: Confirmatory model

Modelling
confirmatory factors
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factor analysis to test the link between TI and interest in team-related
tweets. Out of the eighteen remaining tweets, item-to-construct balance
parcelling48 was employed to parcel the relevant question, ‘How
important/interesting is this tweet to you?’, into the three groups remaining
(Conversations/commentary/opinions (g1), News (g2) and Promotions/
advertising/sales (g4)). These three groups create the construct labelled
interest. In the model, q8–10 represent the questionnaire items
for TI and g1, g2 and g4 represent the parcels. Questions 8–10 were based
on the metric to measure TI.41 Downward or horizontal arrows show the
parameter estimates and upward arrows show error terms.

Structural equation modelling (SEM) is a family of related procedure
that explores research models ranging from confirmatory to exploratory.47

SEM, using the lavaan package in R, was employed to confirm the
proposed model. The Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Root Mean Square
Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and Standardized Root Mean Square
Residual (SRMR) are reported. For SEM analysis, the sample size of
133 would be considered a medium-sized sample.47

In SEM, the null hypothesis is that the postulated model holds in the
population. In contrast to traditional statistical procedures, however,
the researcher hopes not to reject the null hypothesis.49 The base model
successfully failed to reject the null hypothesis ( χ2= 9.412, DF= 8,
p= 0.309). The model provides good fit (RMSEA= 0.036, CFI= 0.998,
TLI= 0.997, SRMR= 0.026), and the regression modelling found
the relationship between TI and interest significant (p<0.001).

The exploratory model (see Figure 2) expanded the base model to
examine gender and Twitter activity. Twitter activity was constructed
from a single 7-point Likert item (ie How often do you tweet?).
Dotted lines represent non-significant parameter estimates (p>0.05).

The exploratory model (see Figure 2) failed to reject the null
hypothesis (χ2= 18.87, DF= 16, p= 0.275). The model provides good fit
(RMSEA= 0.037, CFI= 0.996, TLI= 0.994, SRMR= 0.028), and the

EXPLORATORY Model
RMSEA = 0.03

CFI = 0.996
TLI = 0.994

SRMR = 0.028

teamid

1.00

q8

0.05 0.04 0.06 0.05 0.04 0.06

q9 q10 g1 g2 g4 q7 q1

1.09 0.97

0.50

interest

1.00 1.18 0.74

0.27

dashed line implies not significant alpha = 0.05

0.04

-0.46

0.06 gender

1.00

activity

1.00

-0.23

Figure 2: Exploratory model
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regression modelling found the relationship between TI (teamid) and
interest significant (p<0.001) and gender and interest significant
(p= 0.009). The relationship between Twitter activity (sharing via
retweets, re-posts or ‘favouriting’) and interest was not significant
(p= 0.441), nor was the relationship between Twitter activity and TI
(p= 0.35), as well as Twitter activity and gender (p= 0.351). In short,
Twitter activity was not found to contribute to the model.

In summary, the confirmatory model showing the relationship between
TI and the level of interest in a tweet was supported, leading to the
conclusion that identifying with the Boston Celtics did indeed increase the
perceived interest associated with a team-specific tweet. The exploratory
model added the constructs activity—measured by frequency of tweets—
and gender. Activity was not found to contribute to the level of interest,
but gender was. Specifically, males had a higher perceived level of interest
for the selected Boston Celtics tweets.

Discussion
The results of this preliminary investigation into the value of Twitter from
sports fans’ perspective have implications for social media administrators
in sports organizations. From the categorization exercise, there is some
confirmation that categories of tweets in the areas of news, conversations/
commentary/opinions and promotions/advertising/sales are recognized as
such, whereas tweets about community relations/charity and fan-generated
content are less clearly defined for fans. This may imply that these types of
tweets could be less relevant to followers.

The results of the survey suggest that more highly identified fans assign
greater value to tweets. Recognition of valued content supports a more
strategic use of this medium to communicate with fans in a manner that
they find interesting and/or important. Sports fans have been recognized
as ‘highly involved consumers’ who seek ‘long-term associations’ with
teams.30 Sports organizations should focus on Twitter content that is
relevant and meaningful to fans and in doing so further develop and
strengthen relationship with these fans. Use of Twitter gives fans instant
access to breaking news and access to conversations on insider information
or behind-the-scenes activity, which can increase fan involvement,
strengthen associations and allow closer connections to the team.

The creation of value in a relationship marketing context occurs during
the interaction process.24,50 Social media tools such as Twitter empower
fans to share and also gives them the opportunity to be heard by the team
and by other fans. Teams could modify their Twitter activity to become
more targeted and develop strategies to increase the value of tweets
by using a more personalized approach to meet the needs of specific
groups of followers.11 Teams can also attempt to use measures such as the
number of times a post is re-tweeted as a method to assess the perceived
value of particular tweets. Retweeting allows consumers to become
increasingly immersed in interactive communications.18 The role of
third-party champions and the benefits of network effects also have the
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potential to add further value to a specific tweet as additional followers
note increased activity and involvement.5,50

Additionally, retweets could increase fan identification, and retweeting
valued content provides an endorsement that implies that further value
can be added.26 Teams should pay careful attention to the level of
retweeting activity attached to specific tweets as this can provide direction
in terms of understanding fan interest levels. Retweets by third-party
champions should also be monitored along with the response to those
retweets.

Overall activity levels of individuals in terms of personal tweets
or posts was not significant in this study. Prior literature in the social
media field has examined the issue of ‘lurkers’, a commonly used term to
describe those who visit online communities but rarely contribute actively.
Interestingly, lurkers still believe they are a part of the community and
enjoy following the exchanges.50–52 Sixty per cent of the respondents to
this study reported that they had a Twitter account; however, 64 per cent
stated that they rarely posted. Although lurkers typically visit but do
not post, they do represent considerable value, and studies show that the
majority of website visitors lurk rather than post.52 It is important for
sports organizations to recognize that these followers exist and work to
engage them. This is difficult as most lurkers prefer to be anonymous,
but it is possible to use tools to track online behaviour.

Limitations
A number of limitations should be recognized in interpreting the findings
of this study. With regard to the classification exercise, the discovery of
generally recognizable categories of sports tweets is relevant only to the
extent that they apply to the sample. A more formal approach could be
taken in a future study, perhaps using a sample of active Twitter followers.
As for the survey, the use of convenience sampling of undergraduate
college students may impact the findings and their general applicability,
and further work is needed using a broader population more representative
in age, ethnicity and region. Respondents also self-reported social media
activities, which may lead to inaccuracies. The use of a single item to
develop the ‘Twitter activity’ construct was limiting, indicating the need to
further develop this construct. Indeed, there may actually be two constructs
(ie one related to posting and the second related to consuming tweets).
While the study was conducted to coincide with the Boston Celtics season
and used actual Celtics tweets, the delay between the live tweet and the
actual survey may have had a dampening effect on subject interest in
tweets. Finally, the use of a single sport — NBA basketball — may also
limit the general applicability of the findings.

Conclusions and future research
The continued growth in the use of Twitter by sports organizations and
the potential value of this tool in marketing and relationship building
present numerous opportunities for further research. This study revealed
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that Twitter is a valuable tool for those who strongly identify with the
team. Additional work is needed to further examine specific tweets in those
categories that might provide direction to digital media managers as they
deploy Twitter content in a more strategic manner. Fan responses to
individual tweets and categories of tweets should also be considered in
future research. Retweets can be tracked and should be considered along
with type of content and volume of retweets in a specific timeframe.
Additional activity is also important as users respond to and share tweets.
Which tweets are fans more likely to reply to, favourite or share? The
lifespan of a tweet is relatively short and teams post numerous tweets in
1 day. Further research should also look at the impact of timing and
lifespan of specific tweets. Finally, additional research is needed to assess
why some fans become more involved in Twitter activity and others do not
post and are content to lurk. In addition, the relationship between gender
and TI/tweet interest needs to be further examined, as it is not supported by
the literature.

The growth in the use of Twitter by sports organizations is very evident
and can easily be seen in hashtag promotions on playing surfaces and
jerseys. Teams are tweeting year-round and providing varied content to
followers. Sports teams are regularly seen in trending activity pre-game,
during the game and post-game, highlighting the interest and attention this
medium receives from fans. Many fans use multiple social media vehicles
to consume sports, and Twitter offers a unique platform for engagement
and interaction in real time. Fans are already on Twitter and are eager to
consume relevant content. However, it is time for the use of this medium to
become more sophisticated and strategic. Sports organizations need to be
clear in developing goals and meeting the needs of fans. Tailored, focused
content that is valuable to fans can be used to strengthen relationships in
new ways and help to retain fans for a lifetime of involvement.
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