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A STUDY OF HOW NBA TEAMS USE TWITTER  

TO ENGAGE WITH THEIR FANS 

David Prather 

Dr. Cynthia Frisby, Thesis Supervisor 

ABSTRACT 

Social media has changed the way that organizations communicate with 

consumers and potential consumers.  In the professional sports industry, teams use social 

media as a way to engage with their fans, posting a range of different types of content.  

The ways that professional sports teams use social media for branding purposes has been 

studied in a limited fashion.  This study addresses that gap, analyzing the use of Twitter 

by the Los Angeles Lakers - focusing on the brand attributes the team uses in their tweets 

(both product-related and non-product-related) and their relation to Twitter’s key 

engagement features (retweets, favorites, replies). The results build on current knowledge 

of social media-based brand management in professional sports, while also offering 

significant insights for practitioners on how the utilization of particular brand attributes 

can lead to better engagement with fans of the team.



1		

Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 
 

The professional sports industry in North America is one of major economic 

proportions and consumer interest, and an industry that has been studied in different 

ways.  Professional sports teams are brands in themselves, similar to some of the biggest 

consumer brand names in the world, such as Coca-Cola, Nike, Apple and Wal-Mart. 

Similar to these consumer brands, professional sports teams sell a product that is 

consumed, which comes in a number of different forms – the team’s performance on the 

court/field, ticket sales, merchandise, media, sponsorships, etc.   

Also similar to other brands, professional sports teams seek to form relationships 

with fans and consumers as well as create a strong brand image that appeals to them 

(Bauer, Stokburger-Sauer & Exler, 2008). One way that professional sports teams do this 

is through the use of social media.  Social media presents organizations a direct, timely 

and cost-effective way to engage with consumers (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2009, pg. 67). 

Social media outlets such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat and YouTube give 

teams the chance to both showcase their brand and engage with their fans in different 

ways.  Twitter, for example, is a platform that can be used to provide fans with 

information on the team – score updates, player and team news, upcoming promotions, 

etc., and Snapchat and Instagram can be used to give fans behind-the-scenes access, 

improving the connection they feel with the team. Twitter and other social media 

platforms also represent an opportunity for teams to brand themselves. 

Branding, specifically a brand’s equity, represents an important element of 

marketing.  Organizations with strong brands can result in positive implications, such as: 
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“improved perceptions of product performance” and “greater customer loyalty” (Keller, 

2009) (Hoeffler & Keller, 2003).   

The National Basketball Association, the professional sports league that is the 

focus of this research, is one of major notability in North America.  While the NBA 

ranked fourth in revenue brought in globally by sports leagues ($4.8 billion) behind the 

National Football League ($13 billion), Major League Baseball ($9.5 billion) and the 

Premier League ($5.3 billion) in 2015 (Kutz, 2016), the league has been touted as one of 

the best leagues in the social media spectrum.   

In comparison to the NFL, one of the NBA’s biggest competitors, the NBA is 

different in its approach towards social media. The NFL has enacted a strict social media 

policy.  In 2016, the league sent out two memos saying that teams were no longer 

allowed to shoot video from inside an NFL stadium and post it on social media, or use 

Facebook Live, Periscope, or other apps to stream live video in the stadiums.  Teams are 

also not allowed to use on-field highlights and post them as their own or use video 

directly from television.  Teams that violate the policy are fined (Rovell, 2016) (ESPN). 

  On the other hand, Commissioner Adam Silver and the NBA have embraced the 

power of the internet and social media. Teams in the NBA have the freedom to post video 

highlights and photos freely, giving them the power to control their identity on social 

media, which has allowed for different teams to take on unique social media personalities 

(Peebles, 2015) (Complex).  Silver believes that technology is “redrawing the NBA map 

– where the attention and power is, and more important, where it can go, which is 

basically anywhere” (Sports Business Journal, 2015).  Silver also says he wants social 
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media to “supplement, but not replace” the live-watching experience of the sport (Sports 

Business Journal, 2015).   

Since its inception in the mid-2000s, social media has been used as a tool for 

professional sports teams to engage with fans and keep both fans and consumers 

connected with the teams.  Of the major professional sports leagues in North America 

(National Football League, National Basketball League, Major League Baseball, National 

Hockey League and Major League Soccer) the NBA is far and above the most popular 

league on social media.   

As of October 2017, the official NBA Facebook page had over 34 million likes 

and 33 million page followers, 26.5 million Twitter followers and 26.8 million Instagram 

followers.  In comparison to the other major professional sports leagues in North 

America, the NFL was the second most popular - with a total of 16 million Facebook 

likes and 15 million page followers, 24.1 million Twitter followers and 9.9 million 

Instagram followers. In a 12-month study conducted by Sports Business Journal and 

Hookit from June 15, 2016, to June 15, 2017, which analyzed the Facebook, Twitter and 

Instagram posts of 1,255 teams and leagues and looked at how often fans viewed the 

posts, how often the posts were shared, the average number of likes on the posts, new 

followers added, etc., the NBA had the most engaged fans of any professional sports 

league worldwide, the most interactions and views on social media posts and the most 

posts shared.  The NBA also placed first in terms of new followers added by leagues and 

teams in North America (Sports Business Journal, 2017). 

Social media has been seized as a major opportunity for the NBA to showcase its 

brand, especially to younger generations.  The league excels in promoting its own 
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players, such as superstars LeBron James and Stephen Curry, who rank as some of the 

most popular athletes in the world. The league has been seen as a thought leader in the 

professional sports industry, being one of the first leagues to adopt new social media 

platforms and receiving awards in the process such as the inaugural “Best in Sports 

Social Media” award at the 2016 Sports Business Awards (Fisher, 2017). The NBA has 

such a major focus on social media because it knows that social media is the platform 

where younger fans get their information.  As NBA Chief Marketing Officer Pam El said, 

“It’s certainly not by accident that we’re the No. 1 league across all social platforms. That 

is completely by design” (Kilgore, 2017).    

Statement of the Problem 

Up until this point in time, there has been limited research on how professional 

sports teams in North America use Twitter for brand management purposes.  This study 

addresses a lack of application of Kevin Lane Keller’s Customer-Based Brand Equity 

Model to professional sports leagues in North America, specifically the National 

Basketball Association, and in a social media context, specifically on Twitter.  This study 

uses the updated conceptualization of brand attributes by Parganas et. al, and applies it to 

the Los Angeles Lakers, examining which attributes are present in the tweets of the team 

as well as how the brand attributes utilized by the Lakers influence how followers of the 

team respond to the organization in terms of Twitter’s engagement features (Reply, 

Retweet and Favorite). This study builds on past research that incorporated Keller’s 

theory into professional sports and social media at an international level and applies it to 

professional sports and social media in North America and can be used as a model for 
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further research into professional sports and social media and how professional sports 

teams use social media for brand management purposes. 

Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this study was to use Kevin Lane Keller’s Customer-Based Brand 

Equity Model and examine how the Los Angeles Lakers, the team with the most Twitter 

followers in the NBA and the second highest-valued team in the league, utilized Twitter 

for brand management purposes. This study determined which brand attributes (product 

related and non-product related) that the Lakers most commonly used in their tweets 

during the NBA offseason and during the NBA regular season and measured how the use 

of different types of brand attributes impacted how fans of the team engaged with the 

individual organization based on Twitter’s engagement features of replies, retweets and 

favorites.  

This study also examines how the use of media-related tools – pictures, graphics, 

videos and GIFs – and their incorporation into the tweets an organization creates can 

impact the audience engagement that occurs on the content.  This study serves as a guide 

for public relations practitioners in the professional sports industry and shows the impact 

of different types of content on fan response to a team on social media as well as serves 

as a guide for the types of content that will result in stronger engagement with the team 

(more retweets, favorites, replies).   

This study begins with a literature review that examines the current social media 

landscape and how social media is incorporated into professional sports, the definition of 

brand management and Kevin Lane Keller’s Customer-Based Brand Equity Model and 

its incorporation into this study and consumer engagement and its application to social 
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media and professional sports.  Following the literature review is the methodology 

section – where the use of a content analysis for the purpose of answering the research 

questions and addressing the hypotheses of this study is discussed.  The findings are 

presented next, followed by a discussion and a conclusion. 

Objectives of the Study 

H1: Product related brand attributes will be used more frequently in the tweets of 

the Lakers than non-product related attributes in both the regular season and offseason of 

the team.  

H2: Tweets related to team success and players on the team will be the most 

frequently used by the Lakers in both the regular season and offseason of the team. 

H3:  Posts that contain a media-related tool will have higher average Twitter 

engagement than posts without a media-related tool. 

Research Questions 

Three research questions are examined this study:  

RQ1). Which brand attributes – both product-related and non-product related - are 

found most frequently in posts by the Los Angeles Lakers during the NBA offseason 

and the NBA regular season? 

The purpose of RQ1 was to examine the brand attributes that were most 

commonly found in the tweets of the team being studied.  Brand attributes can be 

categorized as product related and non-product related.  By analyzing the content of the 

tweets, which types and individual brand attributes that were used most frequently was 

seen. 
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RQ2: How does online engagement with tweets that contain product related 

attributes and non-product related attributes compare during the regular season 

and the offseason of the Los Angeles Lakers? 

RQ2a: Which brand attributes – both product related and non-product related - 

earned the highest average number of online fan engagements with fans of the Los 

Angeles Lakers in terms of the Twitter engagement features of favorites, retweets 

and replies?  

RQ2 was designed to examine the fan engagement associated with the Twitter 

posts of the NBA team being studied.  Fan engagement is defined as the amount of 

favorites, retweets and replies that a tweet receives.  It is possible that tweets containing 

certain brand attributes will receive higher levels of fan engagement than others, which 

means that incorporating particular types of brand attributes can potentially lead to a 

higher level of engagement with fans of the team.  Fan engagement was examined to see 

whether there were differences in the number of engagements that occurred on tweets 

with product related attributes and non-product related attributes during the offseason and 

regular season.  RQ2a focused on which individual attributes received the highest 

average engagement numbers per tweet.   

RQ3): What impact does the presence of a picture, graphic, video or GIF have on 

the number of engagements (replies, favorites, retweets) a tweet receives?  

RQ3a): Which media-related tool had the largest average Twitter engagements 

(replies, favorites, retweets)? 

 RQ3 and RQ3a were designed to examine the impact that media tools such as 

pictures, graphics, videos and GIFs had on the engagement a tweet posted by the NBA 
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team. RQ3 compares whether the use of a media-related tool (picture, graphic, video or 

GIF) in a tweet results in higher engagement than a tweet without a media-related tool.  

RQ3a examines specifically which use of media-related tools results in the highest 

Twitter engagement among NBA fans.  For example, the use of video and photos in 

Tweets will be compared and analyzed, showcasing whether one media-related tool 

results in higher average Twitter engagement than the other.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
 
 

The Growth of Social Media 

Social media represents an important element of this thesis.  The term social 

media is one that has a variety of meanings.  Social media applies to a number of 

different online methods of communication, including blogs, discussion boards, e-mail, 

consumer product or service ratings websites and forums, and social networking sites 

(Mangold & Faulds, 2009, pg. 358).   

Social media, while still less than 20 years old, has seen explosive growth. 

According to Drew Hendricks of “Small Business Trends,” the first social network was 

launched in 1997.  The network was called “Six Degrees,” and allowed users to create 

their own profile and friend other users (Hendricks, 2013). Six Degrees paved the way for 

the social media networking sites that we see today.   

As of August 2017, there were approximately more than three billion global 

Internet users that had social networking accounts. Facebook is the social media network 

with the most monthly users by a wide margin, sitting at close to 2.05 billion active users 

globally (Statista, 2017). Coming in second in terms of pure number of users, was 

YouTube with 1.5 billion (Kemp, 2017).  While surpassing three billion active social 

users shows the significance that social media has in the lives of people around the world, 

social media is still experiencing growth (Kemp, 2017).  According to social media 

management tool HootSuite, since April 2017, the number of active social media users 

has grown by four percent (121 million people) and the number of active mobile social 

users has grown by three percent (82 million people) (Kemp, 2017).  
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The percentage of adults in the United States that use at least one social media site 

has been steadily increasing through the years, with only a few short periods of small 

decline.  On March 21, 2005, only 5 percent of U.S. adults used at least one social media 

site.  As of Nov. 6, 2016, 69 percent of U.S. adults were using at least one social media 

site (Pew Research Center, 2016). With such a high number of consumers using social 

media networks, brands have realized how social media could be used their advantage, 

joining the social networks and utilizing the various available platforms available to 

engage with users and showcase themselves in a variety of ways.   

For organizations, social media represents an essential tool for engagement that 

can be utilized to interact with consumers.  Each year, the Social Media Examiner 

releases a marketing industry report analyzing how social media is being used by 

marketers and trends that have or are developing in regards to use.  In the 2016 Social 

Media Marketing Report, of the 5,000 marketers surveyed, 90 percent said they found 

social media to be important to their business (Stelzner, 2016).  Along with finding social 

media to be important to their businesses, 92 percent of marketers reported that they 

desired to understand which social tactics were most effective, and 90 percent of 

marketers reported that they desired to understand the best ways to engage with 

audiences on social (Stelzner, 2016).  

Social Media for Marketing Purposes 

The topic of integrated marketing communications is an important element in 

marketing. “Integrated marketing communications” is defined as “the guiding principle 

organizations follow to communicate with their target markets,” (Mangold & Faulds, 
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2009, pg. 357).  L.E. Boone and D.L. Kurtz add to this definition of integrated marketing 

communications, writing: 

“Integrated marketing communications attempts to coordinate and control the 

various elements of the promotional mix - advertising, personal selling, public 

relations, publicity, direct marketing, and sales promotion - to produce a unified 

customer-focused message and, therefore, achieve various organizational 

objectives” (Boone & Kurtz, 2007, pg. 488).  

Mangold and Faulds’ propose that social media represents a “hybrid element of 

the promotional mix” for organizations, because it encompasses the traditional role of 

integrated marketing communications tools for brands, which gives brands the ability to 

communicate with consumers, but differs from other tools because consumers have the 

ability to communicate with one another, limiting the control an organization has on 

communication (Mangold & Faulds, 2009, pg. 358-359).  Social media users being given 

the ability to communicate with others can act as an extension of word-of-mouth 

communication.  However, instead of simply communicating with the people they may 

directly know only, they instead have the ability to communicate with billions of other 

social media users (Mangold & Faulds, 2009).   

Mangold & Faulds’ conceptualization of social media as a hybrid element of the 

promotion mix represents why social media is important for organizations. The study did 

not focus on how social media could be used by organizations for brand management 

purposes, however, which is what this study specifically seeks to do. 

Because social media is a major part of how organizations operate on a day-to-

day basis, organizations want to know if their social media strategy is successful.  When 
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defining social media success, it is important to know that success cannot be defined in a 

singular way (DeMers, 2017).  According to Forbes, social media success is measured 

subjectively but it typically relates to traffic that the organization’s social media brings to 

the website, revenue that occurs from when the conversion process starts with the social 

media platforms of the organization, the visibility the organization receives from social 

media and how it contributes to building the organization’s brand, and the number of 

social followers the organization has, which gives the organization a greater number of 

people who will see their content and who they can distribute their content (DeMers, 

2017).  

While marketers often use metrics such as followers, impressions, and traffic to 

measure social media success, these have been referred to as “vanity metrics” by some 

(Patel, 2015).  The reason they are called vanity metrics is because “they make you feel 

good, but they don’t actually add anything to your bottom line” (Patel, 2015).  Instead, 

using engagement metrics to measure a campaign’s success is better than using “vanity 

metrics” because engagement metrics give a better representation of people interacting 

with an organization’s campaign(s) or social media efforts.  Social media engagement 

efforts that successfully do this are: “comments per post,” “likes or +1’s per post,” 

“shares per post” and the “engagement rate per follower” (Patel, 2015).   

Social media represents a major element of this study.  The number of social 

media users is continuing to rise and businesses have realized the importance of social 

media as a tool that can help them succeed.  Social media engagement on the Twitter 

posts of the Los Angeles Lakers will be a portion of this study and discussed later. These 



How NBA Team Use Twitter as a Brand Management Tool 

	

13	
	

factors offer support for social media being a topic that is focused on in this study as well 

as future research.    

Use of Social Media in Professional Sports 

Similar to other brands, professional sports teams use social media and various 

social media platforms for a number of purposes.  Typically, professional sports teams 

have several social media accounts, spanning across multiple platforms, such as 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube. Each social outlet provides a brand 

management opportunity for professional sports teams, allowing them to post information 

related to the team and its players, to inform of the work the team is doing in the 

community, give score updates and in-game highlights and directly interact with fans. 

For this particular study, the social media outlet of focus is Twitter.  Past research 

on social media and professional sports has been conducted on a number of different 

outlets, Twitter included. The study this thesis is modeled after is called “You’ll Never 

Tweet Alone” by Petros Parganas, Christos Anagnostopoulos and Simon Chadwick and 

in that study the social media outlet focused on is also Twitter.  

Twitter, founded in 2006 by Jack Dorsey, Noah Glass, Biz Stone and Evan 

Williams, is a social networking service with more than 350 million users as of August 

2017 (Aslam, 2017).  Twitter allows users to share information, news, and their own 

thoughts (Smith, 2012). When Twitter was founded in 2006, the social networking site 

had a 140-character limit on tweets.  In 2017, Twitter expanded the character limit the 

platform once had to 280 characters.  The platform gives users a way to consume news, 

sports, entertainment and more, with over 500 million tweets sent daily (Aslam, 2017).  

One of the unique features of Twitter is the “trending” section, which gives users the 
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ability to read about what other users are tweeting about most frequently at that current 

moment worldwide or in a designated location of their choice.   

When it comes to professional sports, Twitter has been adapted as a platform that 

can be used for a number of different ways.  According to Neil Best of Newsday, one 

way Twitter has dominated other, bigger social platforms is in the realm of sports 

conversation.  The platform has been useful for teams, leagues and media companies to 

keep fans engaged and because of its ability to utilize GIFs, videos and live streaming 

(Sports Business Journal, 2017).   

Twitter is the platform that the NBA as a league as well as individual teams 

embrace and use the most frequently to share content. In 2013, in an interview with 

CNBC, Melissa Rosenthal Brenner, senior vice president of digital content for the NBA 

discussed how the NBA used Twitter, describing the engagement with fans as “classic 

storytelling,” where instead of telling the fans why they needed to watch a game, it was 

about showing them reasons why instead (Noonan, 2013).  

Brenner also mentioned that while the NBA seeks to make Twitter users feel like 

insiders - a process used to satisfy fans’ hunger for information without giving them too 

much - the league doesn’t want to bombard Twitter users with too much information and 

diminish their incentives to visit the NBA’s official website or watch games and 

highlights on television (Noonan, 2013). 

Taylor Bloom, CEO of SportTechie confirmed the frequent use of Twitter of 

teams across the NBA through an analysis of NBA teams and their social media use from 

Jan. 1, 2015, to May 19, 2016.  Bloom found that by sheer volume of social media posts, 

Twitter was the platform on which NBA teams posted most the most frequent (Bloom, 
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2016). Because of the nature and sheer volume of tweets that occur on Twitter, content 

can get buried, meaning that professional sports teams can post more frequently than on 

other platforms such as Facebook, without making users feel overwhelmed (Feifer, 

2011).   

Twitter is also an important social media platform for professional sports leagues 

and teams that want to find new ways to enhance the viewing experiences of their fans.  

According to a study by Navigate Research in 2014, 67 percent of sports fans said they 

were likely to use Twitter as a “second-screen viewing experience” in comparison to 

people who didn’t consider themselves to be sports fans (Burns, 2014).   

Multiple professional sports leagues have taken notice of this, utilizing Twitter to 

reach fans in new ways.  In 2016, the NFL signed a one-year, $10 million deal with 

Twitter to stream 10 Thursday night football games.  For Twitter users and sports fans 

alike, this meant they could watch the NFL games being played without the requirement 

of being a subscriber to the NFL Network, NBC, CBS or ESPN.   

Major League Baseball and the National Hockey League also struck a deal with 

Twitter in 2016 to stream weekly out-of-market games and created a show called “The 

Rally,” a “multisport highlight show” (Fisher, 2016).  While Twitter lost the rights to 

stream NFL games in 2017 to Amazon, the NFL signed a multi-year contract with the 

outlet to stream NFL content and live video to the fans, including a 30-minute live show 

each weeknight during football season, NFL pre-game coverage with a behind-the-scenes 

feel and full game highlights and expert analysis (Perez, 2017). This strategy coincides 

with Twitter’s other video streaming agreements with professional sports leagues such as 

the NBA, and news outlets, including Buzzfeed News and Cheddar (Swant, 2016).   



How NBA Team Use Twitter as a Brand Management Tool 

	

16	
	

Social media is a key aspect in the professional sports world, with teams and 

leagues using it in a number of ways and showcasing its importance for their brands. 

Prior research on professional sports and social media has focused on Facebook, Twitter 

and Instagram.  For the purpose of this study, Twitter is the social media platform that is 

focused on because of its adoption by the NBA and individual teams in the league and the 

relative amount that the platform is used in comparison to other social media platforms.  

Customer-Based Brand Equity Model 

The overarching focus of this study is on two components: brand management 

and brand attributes.  An important way that brands use social media is for the purpose of 

managing their own image. In the case of professional sports organizations, social media 

is used to manage how fans view the team. To understand how brands and professional 

sports organizations manage themselves on social media, it is important to first 

understand the concept of “brand equity.”  

The concept of brand equity was first formulated by David A. Aaker.  According 

to Bauer (2008), “Aaker regards brand equity as a synopsis of advantages and 

disadvantages that a customer relates to a brand or symbol and that drive the value of a 

product or service”  (Bauer, et. al, 2008, pg. 209).  In 1993, Kevin Lane Keller built on 

Aaker’s theory and created the Customer-Based Brand Equity Model, which made 

consumer knowledge the key element that fueled brand equity (Bauer, et. al, 2008, pg. 

209).  Keller’s brand equity model is the one that most studies, including this one,  

utilize.   

 The term “customer-based brand equity” is defined as “the differential effect of 

brand knowledge on consumer response to the marketing of the brand” (Keller, 1993, pg. 
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2). It entails consumer reactions to a marketing mix element of one brand in comparison 

to the same marketing mix element of another unnamed or fake brand, and it occurs when 

the consumer, who is already familiar with one brand, holds brand associations in their 

memory that can be deemed as favorable, strong and unique (Keller, 1993, pg. 2).  

The term ‘brand knowledge’ is one that directly relates to the theory of consumer-

based brand equity.  Brand knowledge is incredibly important to organizations and 

marketers because “the long-term success of all future marketing programs for a brand is 

greatly affected by the knowledge about the brand in memory that has been established 

by the firm's short-term marketing efforts” (Keller, 1993, pg. 2). 

Keller breaks brand knowledge down into two components – brand awareness and 

brand image.  “Brand awareness relates to brand recall and recognition performance by 

consumers.  Brand image refers to the set of associations linked to the brand that 

consumers hold in memory” (Keller, 1993, pg. 2). These two components of brand 

knowledge influence what a consumer has in their mind when they think about a brand, 

which can have a major impact on how a consumer then perceives things that the brand 

does, such as marketing.  This study focuses on one component that makes up the brand 

image portion of brand knowledge.   

In “Brand Image and Loyalty in Professional Team Sport: A Refined Model and 

Empirical Assessment,” a brand’s image is defined as “the cumulative product of brand 

associations in the consumer’s mind” (Bauer, et. al, 2008, pg. 209).  Sports marketers 

want to influence consumers’ preferences and the loyalty they have for sports 

organizations.  In order to effectively do this, it is essential for the sports organization to 

have a strong brand image constructed (Bauer, et. al, 2008, pg. 209). Professional sports 
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teams should focus their attention on “building favorable and distinct brand beliefs 

among actual and potential fans” because of the unpredictably and inconsistency of the 

product teams put out on the field, court, etc. (Bauer, et. al, 2008, pg. 209) Because of 

this, building a favorable brand image can ultimately result in being one the few 

constants in the minds of consumers (Bauer, et. al, pg. 209).  

The brand image portion of brand knowledge is divided into four categories: 

“types of brand associations,” “favorability of brand associations,” “strength of brand 

associations” and “uniqueness of brand associations” (Keller, 1993, pg.7). The three 

types of brand associations that a brand’s image is broken down into are: attributes, 

benefits, and attitudes (Bauer, et. al, 2008, pg. 209).  

Brand attributes are defined by Keller as the features of a product or service that 

make it unique and what the consumer associates with the consumption of the product.  

Attributes are broken down into two types: ‘product related’ and ‘non-product related.’ 

Product related attributes deal with the “physical composition or a service’s 

requirements” (Keller, 1993, pg. 4) Non-product related attributes are described as 

“external aspects of the product or service that relate to its purchase or composition” 

(Keller, 1993, pg. 4).  This study takes the concept of brand attributes and applies it to the 

sports industry, specifically in regards to social media.   

Customer-Based Brand Equity Model and Other Studies 

Keller’s definitions of ‘brand attributes’ have been taken and modified to apply to 

sports – both at the professional and collegiate levels. In  “Understanding Brand Loyalty 

in Professional Sport: Examining the Link Between Brand Associations and Brand 

Loyalty,” the authors examine the relationship between brand associations and brand 
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loyalty in professional sports in the United States.  To do this, they first conceptualize 

Keller’s brand attributes into sports-related functions, creating the attributes of “success,” 

“star player,” “head coach,” “management,” “logo design,” “stadium/arena,” “product 

delivery” and “tradition” (Gladden & Funk, 2001, pg. 72). Gladden and Funk then 

categorize the attributes as product-related, or “components necessary for delivering the 

function(s) expected by consumers” - those which contribute to how a team performs 

(Gladden & Funk, 2002, pg.57-58) - and non-product related, as “components impacting 

consumption, but not the overall performance of the product” (Gladden & Funk, 2001, 

pg. 72). The attributes of  “success,” “star players,” “head coach” and “management” 

were all categorized as product-related, which directly impact the product of the team. 

“Logo design,” “stadium/arena,” “product delivery” (how the performance of the team is 

delivered to the fans as well as elements such as promotion) and “tradition” were all 

deemed non-product related (Gladden & Funk, 2001, pg. 74).  This study is important 

because it is one that other researchers have used and built on when studying brand 

management in the sports industry.  

In “Brand Image and Fan Loyalty in Professional Team Sport: A Refined Model 

and Empirical Assessment,” the authors expand Gladden and Funk’s definitions of 

product related and non-product related attributes and apply them to German soccer 

clubs. New attributes such as “team” and “team performance” are added to the product-

related attribute categorizations, while management is moved to the non-product related 

categorizations, and other non-product related brand attributes such as: “logo and club 

colors”, “club culture and values,” “fans,” “sponsor or owner,” and “regional 

provenance” are added or reformulated, showcasing how the original definitions of 
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product related and non-product related attributes has continued to change (Bauer, et. al, 

2008, pg. 211). 

While studies such as “Understanding Brand Loyalty In Professional Sport: 

Examining the Link Between Brand Associations and Brand Loyalty” (Gladden & Funk, 

2001) and “Brand Image and Fan Loyalty in Professional Team Sport: A Refined Model 

and Empirical Assessment” (Bauer, et. al, 2008) focused on all three types of brand 

associations: attributes, benefits and attitudes, and examine their relationship to brand 

loyalty, this study focuses solely on the component of brand attributes and its relation to 

fan engagement.  My study is based on “You’ll Never Tweet Alone” by Petros Parganas, 

Christos Anagostopolous and Simon Chadwick.  In “You’ll Never Tweet Alone,” the 

authors perform a content analysis to analyze how a professional European soccer 

organization (Liverpool FC) uses Twitter, examining the product-related brand attributes 

and non-product related attributes the organization uses in its tweets and relating them to 

the engagement features of Twitter (reply, retweet, favorite).  

The study focuses on tweets of the organization during two time periods:  before 

the soccer season of the club began and during the club’s season.  This allowed for the 

researchers to examine if there were differences in the types of brand attributes used at 

different periods as time and look at whether fan response during these time periods 

changed as well.   

When it comes to the authors’ findings, Arganas, Anagostopolous and Chadwick 

discovered that product related brand attributes were used more frequently than non-

product related brand attributes both in the regular season and the offseason of FC 

Liverpool. The two brand attributes that were used most frequently by the team in both 
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the offseason and club season of the team were “star players” and “team success,” both of 

which are product related.  This leads to two of the three hypotheses of my study: 

H1: Product related brand attributes will be used more frequently in the tweets of 

Los Angeles Lakers than non-product related attributes in both the regular season 

and offseason of the team.  

H2: Tweets related to team success and individual players on the team will be the 

most frequently used attributes in tweets of the Los Angeles Lakers in both the 

offseason and regular season of the team. 

My study takes the framework of “You’ll Never Tweet Alone” and applies it to 

the NBA. While North American sports have been studied in the past using Keller’s 

theory of Consumer-Based Brand Equity, social media is still a growing field of research 

and to date, Keller’s Customer-Based Brand Equity Model has not been used and applied 

to how teams in the NBA use Twitter as a brand management tool, thus filling a present 

gap in the research.   

Consumer Engagement through Social Media 

The ways brands use social media networks to engage with their followers is 

pertinent to forming a relationship between the brand and the user. An important element 

of this study is consumer engagement.  The topic of consumer-brand engagement over 

social media has been studied in different practice areas.  One important aspect of 

consumer-brand engagement is what that engagement specifically entails. 

The term “consumer engagement” is best defined as how intense an individual’s 

participation or connection with an organization’s offerings or activities, which are 

initiated by either an organization or a consumer.  The individuals are not limited to 
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current consumers, meaning they can also be prospective ones as well (Vivek, Beatty & 

Morgan, 2012). Vivek et. al also add that “CE may be manifested cognitively, affectively, 

behaviorally, or socially. The cognitive and affective elements of CE incorporate the 

experiences and feelings of customers, and the behavioral and social elements capture the 

participation by current and potential customers, both within and outside of the exchange 

situations”  (Vivek, et. al, 2012, pg.133). Vivek et. al came to this definition of consumer 

engagement through the study of consumer engagement as it appeared in the literature of 

the fields of psychology, management, information systems, marketing, education and 

practitioner literature as well as through in-depth interviews with executives at a variety 

of levels in either business-to-business (B2B) or business-to-consumer (B2C) 

relationships that involved services, goods and both online and offline contexts and 

through focus groups with senior business undergraduate students at a southeastern 

university and surveys with undergraduate and graduate level students and non-students 

(Vivek, et. al, 2012, pg. 130).  Consumer engagement is an important element of this 

study because NBA teams and fans engage with one another when fans respond to the 

content posted by a team.  When an NBA team tweets, fans react to the content of the 

tweet by either using the reply, retweet or favorite features on Twitter, showcasing the 

relationship the organization has with followers of the team. 

The definition of consumer engagement in “Customer Engagement Behavior: 

Theoretical Foundations and Research Directions” contributes to Vivek, Beatty and 

Morgan’s definition of consumer engagement.  The authors posit that consumer 

engagement behaviors go beyond transactions, and define the term as “a customer’s 
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behavioral manifestations that have a brand or firm focus, beyond purchase, resulting 

from motivational drivers” (van Doorn, J., et al., 2010, pg. 254).  

These behavioral manifestations can be both positive and negative. For example, 

consumers could engage in behaviors such as posting a positive message about a brand 

on a Facebook community page or they could take measures such as public action against 

an organization (lawsuits, petitions, etc.).  A key element of consumer engagement 

behaviors is that they are brand/organization focused.  However, these behaviors can be 

directed to others – a network of current and future constituents, including customers, 

suppliers, regulators and the general public.  (Van Doorn, J., et al., 2010, pg. 254).   

Consumer Engagement and Professional Sports 

The concept of consumer engagement can also be applied to professional sports 

teams. A key element that can be found from the various definitions of consumer 

engagement mentioned earlier is that consumer engagement deals with the relationships 

that consumers have with brands.   In “Digital-Branding and Social-Media Strategies for 

Professional Athletes, Sports Teams, and Leagues: An Interview With Digital Royalty's 

Amy Martin,” Amy Martin, a social media executive and consultant to professional 

athletes, celebrities and corporations, discusses the importance of social media for 

professional sports teams.  Martin describes social media as a “two-way communication 

channel” that allows consumers, audiences and fans to engage with their favorite brands 

and celebrities.  Social media is different for brands because it provides a “new dialogue 

that is counterintuitive to the basic tenets of marketing” and that fans expect athletes and 

teams to use social channels for communication (Ballouli & Hutchinson, 2010, pg. 397). 
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Teams that don’t use social media risk competitors developing relationships with their 

less dedicated or ‘tipping-point’ fans (Ballouli & Hutchinson, 2010, pg. 401).  

A value of social media for brands, especially in the sports industry, comes from 

its use in forming/building these relationships with consumers. An example of how 

professional sports teams use social media to build relationships with users comes from 

“How Do Sports Organizations Use Social Media to Build Relationships?  A Content 

Analysis of NBA Clubs’ Twitter Use.”  In the study, the authors examine how Twitter 

was used as a platform for NBA teams to establish different types of relationships with 

Twitter users.  The authors categorize the relationships organizations strive to establish 

with users in three ways: professional, personal and community (Wang & Zhou, 2015, 

pg. 138-139) 

   A professional relationship between Twitter users and an NBA club was related to 

the sharing of information and promotion.  Content in this category ranged from game 

updates and highlights to ticket giveaways and sponsorships.  A personal relationship was 

one that involved interaction with Twitter users, including fans, followers, journalists, 

etc. Finally, a community relationship was one that related to activities and events, work 

in the community, love and appreciation shown for the fans and entertainment (Wang & 

Zhou, 2015, pg. 138-139).  These three types of relationships can act as a representation 

of the different types of relationships that professional sports organizations can form 

through the utilization of the social media at their disposal and it showcases the 

engagement that occurs between fans and professional sports organizations that they 

follow, thus contributing to this current study.  
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 Another example of social media engagement with fans in professional sports 

comes from “Using Stewardship to Cultivate Fandom Online: Comparing How National 

Football League Teams Use Their Web Sites and Facebook to Engage Their Fans,” by 

Richard D. Waters, Kimberly A. Burke, Zachary H. Jackson, and Jamie D. Buning.  The 

authors of the study look at the strategies NFL teams use on their Facebook pages and 

team websites to create relationships with their fans.  In the study, the methods of 

‘stewardship’ used by NFL teams online were looked at, as well as which ones were most 

frequently used by teams.  The methods of stewardship were taken from K.S. Kelly, 

author of “Stewardship: The fifth step in the public relations process,” and broken up into 

four categories: ‘reciprocity,’ ‘responsible organizational behavior,’ ‘reporting,’ and 

‘relationship nurturing’ (Waters, Burke, Jackson, and Buning, 2011, pg. 165 and 166).  

 Reciprocity was related to showing recognition and appreciation toward 

stakeholders of the team, responsible organizational behavior was related to keeping 

promises as well as the decision making of the organization’s management team, 

reporting was related to the sharing of information by the organization and relationship 

nurturing was related to “actions based on decisions that positively affect the organization 

and its stakeholders” (Waters, et. al, 2011, pg.166).  From the research they conducted, 

the authors found that relationship nurturing and reciprocity were the most commonly 

used strategies by the NFL organizations.  

Consumer Motivation for Engaging with Brands 

The reasons why consumers choose to engage with brands directly relates to the 

aforementioned ‘motivational drivers.’  In “Introducing COBRAS: Exploring motivations 

for brand-related social media use,” the authors apply uses and gratifications theory, 
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looking at the motivations people had for using social media and for consuming brand-

related content. They found three primary motivations for brand-related social media use: 

information, entertainment and renumeration. They also found that for users who 

contributed to brand-related content, their primary motivations were: personal identity, 

integration and social interaction and entertainment (Muntinga, Moorman, & Smit, 2011, 

pg. 26 – 32).  This study adds to the literature on consumer-brand engagement by 

defining the reasons that consumers choose to engage with brands, which is a critical 

component of consumer-brand engagement, a key element of this study.  

When it comes to the reasons why people choose to follow their favorite sports 

teams, these can vary as well.  In “Professional Team Sport and Twitter: Gratifications 

Sought and Obtained by Followers,” through a survey of 662 Canadian Football League 

team followers, 539 which were used because 123 were left incomplete, the researchers 

found that the greatest gratifications sought by CFL followers were “hearing about player 

or roster moves as they happen,” to “find out information about the team(s) faster than 

other people do,” “read tweets if I cannot watch the game on television” and “learn about 

upcoming games” (Gibbs et. al, 2014, pg. 200).   

 The four least-desired gratifications sought by CFL followers were “receive 

discounts on merchandise or tickets,” “interact with other followers,” “give my input and 

opinions” and “access special promotions.”  Although variables that dealt with 

promotions and fan interaction were among those the lowest sought by followers of the 

CFL teams, the variables of “interact with other followers,” “give my input and opinions” 

and “respond to what the team has to say” had some of the greatest differences in what 

the followers sought and what they obtained, meaning that these variables resulted in 
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some of the greatest satisfaction for the Twitter users surveyed (Gibbs, et. al, 2014, pg. 

204). These results showcase how Twitter can be used as an effective platform for 

interaction between fans and the teams they follow and fans with other fans.  

Adding to the research on fans motivations for following sports teams on social 

media, research has also been conducted with the purpose of understanding the different 

motivations sports fans have for engaging with teams on social media.  In 

“Understanding fan motivation for interacting on social media” by Constantino Savros, 

Matthew D. Meng, Kate Westberg and Francis Farrely, the authors examine the 

motivations that fans have to engage with NBA teams on Facebook.  

Using a qualitative approach of netnography and a non-probability, judgment 

sample, the researchers explored social media use during the NBA offseason – during a 

period of time where less was happening in the league.  Netnography is defined as 

“ethnography adapted to the study of online communities (Kozinets, 2002, pg. 61).   

The authors collected 14,030 Facebook comments made on the official Facebook 

page walls of eight teams (Boston Celtics, Brooklyn Nets, Los Angeles Lakers, 

Minnesota Timberwolves, Orlando Magic, Phoenix Suns, Sacramento Kings and 

Washington Wizards) during a two-week period during the NBA offseason. Through a 

non-probability, judgment sample, the researchers found multiple themes that could be 

applied as motivations being held when choosing to engage with teams on Facebook.  

The four motivations that the authors found that fans exercised when drawing value from 

the connection they have with the team were passion, hope, esteem and camaraderie 

(directed primarily at others in the fan community) (Stavros, et. al, 2013).   
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Passion, the first motivation, dealt with an emotional demonstration of affection 

for the team.  Key elements of passion include: love, tribalism, encouragement and 

praise.  Researchers found that fan passion was evoked in every organizational post the 

teams had, regardless of the content, with fans demonstrating their love for their teams at 

any given opportunity. Hope, the second emotion dealt with a yearning or anticipation by 

the fans, which often came on posts where the teams announced new players or posts 

related to attributes such as fitness, teamwork and skill development players were 

participating in.  Elements of hope included: ambition, expectation and anticipation 

(Stavros, et. al, 2013, pg. 6). 

The third emotion of esteem involved comments where fans engaged with both 

the team and other fans in the community, showcasing their specialist knowledge, 

expertise or giving their insights on matters.  The motivation of esteem was an important 

one, with fans jumping at the opportunity to give their opinions and insights on posts that 

dealt with having specialist knowledge.  Elements of esteem include: venting, expertise, 

sharing.  The fourth and final motivation of camaraderie was community-based, and it 

occurred when fans felt the need to defend the team or themselves, when they inquired 

other fans for assistance and in the social interaction they had with other fans. Elements 

of camaraderie included: socialization, belonging, defense and problem solving. It is 

worth mentioning that for the eight teams studied in the content analysis, gathering 

comments on the organizational posts was not a challenge, however, teams with smaller 

numbers of Facebook followers would at times facilitate conversation in an engaging 

manner, which in turn resulted in building camaraderie amongst the fans (Stavros, et. al, 

2013, pg. 6).  
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Engagement is a key aspect of this study because it pertains to the relationships 

that are formed between NBA teams and their fans on social media.  Similar to “You’ll 

Never Tweet Alone,” the consumer engagement aspect of this study will focus on three 

of the engagement features that Twitter has as a social media platform: retweets, favorites 

and replies.  The engagement features of Twitter differ greatly from one another.  The 

‘reply’ feature allows Twitter users to respond to the tweets of other users, allowing them 

to express their thoughts and opinions as well as tag other Twitter users who they want to 

see their comments. In ”You’ll Never Tweet Alone” the researchers measure the number 

of replies that occur for tweets with product related or non-product related brand 

attributes in them.  The content of the replies of the Twitter users is not addressed.  

Similar to Parganas et. al, this study measures the number of replies that occurs on the 

tweets captured  but not the content of the replies themselves because after conducting a 

preliminary analysis of the Twitter account of the Los Angeles Lakers, the replies on the 

tweets of the team varied greatly in terms of their content and had no consistent patterns.  

For example, some fans responded with GIFs or memes that would need to be analyzed 

to understand what the users were trying to say.  This, along with other interactions that 

occurred, such as Twitter users getting into arguments with one another, makes it difficult 

to effectively measure the content of the replies of the Twitter users. 

 The ‘favorite’ function allows Twitter users to ‘like’ other users Tweets, which 

also saves the tweet on their Twitter account and allows them to access it for later 

viewing. Favorites are important because they “represent a direct reflection of user 

preferences,” which allows the organizations publishing tweets to see which types of 

content appeal to more Twitter users (Medium, 2015).  Finally, and potentially most 
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important for businesses, the ‘retweet’ function allows users to take the tweets of other 

Twitter users and share them on their own Twitter profiles.  Retweets are important for 

businesses because they show that a Twitter user felt a tweet of an organization was 

important enough to share it with other people and they allow for the spread of 

information in word-of-mouth form (Zaman, et. al, 2010).   

For example, if a professional sporting organization such as the Los Angeles 

Lakers tweeted out a highlight video of their most recent victory against a tough 

opponent, the Twitter users who retweeted the video would be deeming the content 

important enough to share with other Twitter users and showcasing the content of the 

Lakers to whoever follows them on Twitter, thus exposing more people to content of the 

team.  The ‘retweet function’ will be further addressed when discussing the content 

analysis section of this paper.  My study, like that of Parganas et. al,, focuses on the 

engagement features of Twitter  (retweets, favorites, replies) and how they pertain to 

product related and non-product related attributes used by the Los Angeles Lakers in their 

tweets.   

This study examines whether the use of product related attributes or non-product 

related attributes resulted in better engagement with followers of the team.  The study 

also builds on that of Parganas et. al by examining whether the use of media tools such as 

photos, graphics, videos and GIFs results in higher average Twitter engagement than 

Twitter posts without a media tool. Similar to the work of Margaret Engellener, author of 

a senior thesis at the University of North Carolina: “NBA Twitter: A ‘Slam Dunk’ as a 

Public Relations Tool for Sports Organizations,” this study determines if posts that have 

media-related tools received better Twitter engagement than posts without media-related 
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tools but goes a step further, adding the media tool of GIFs and also discusses which 

individual media-related tools (videos, GIFs, graphics and pictures) received the highest 

average Twitter engagement in terms of retweets, replies and favorites.   This leads to my 

third and final hypothesis: 

H3:  Posts that contain a media-related tool will receive higher average Twitter 

engagement than posts without a media-related tool. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
 
 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to understand how professional sports teams in 

North America – specifically the Los Angeles Lakers from the National Basketball 

Association – use Twitter as a brand management tool.  This study used a content 

analysis approach to examine the content the Lakers posted on Twitter, the attribute types 

the team used most frequently (product related or non-product related) in its tweets as 

well as the specific attributes that were used.  This study also examined how fan 

engagement changed with product related attributes and non-product related attributes 

during the offseason and regular season of the team as well as the relationship between 

the use of a media-related tool in tweets and fan engagement that occurs on tweets.   

In order to accomplish the goals of this thesis, a content analysis was conducted 

on the Twitter posts of the Los Angeles Lakers, a team in the National Basketball 

Association (NBA).  The National Basketball Association was selected for this study 

because it has the greatest social media presence of any professional sports league in 

North America, including more Twitter followers than any other North American 

professional sports league.   

Similar to “You’ll Never Tweet Alone,” which conducted a content analysis on 

the Twitter account of Liverpool FC, one of the highest-valued international sports 

franchises and an organization with a large fan base and Twitter following, the Lakers are 

the team with the largest number of Twitter followers of any professional sports team in 
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North America (and any team in the NBA) (Twitter Counter, 2017) and the second 

highest brand value in the NBA (Badenhausen, 2017).  

Sampling frame 

 The sampling frame from which this content analysis was conducted was the 

tweets of the Lakers – the team with the largest following on Twitter in the NBA and 

second-highest brand value. The Lakers were chosen because they have similar attributes 

to Liverpool FC, the sports organization studied in “You’ll Never Tweet Alone.” 

Liverpool FC also had a following into the millions and was worth billions of dollars – 

representing organizational success.  

Units of analysis 

  For this content analysis, the unit of analysis was defined as the Twitter posts of 

the Los Angeles Lakers.   

Data Collection 

 The data that was collected for this content analysis were the tweets of the Los 

Angeles Lakers. Tweets from the Lakers were collected during two different periods: 

four different months of the NBA offseason and two weeks during the NBA’s regular 

season.  The tweets in the offseason were collected over a span of four months due to a 

smaller frequency of tweets as well as the collection occurring during time periods where 

there were not NBA events going on such as the NBA Draft, the start of NBA free 

agency and the NBA Summer League. The tweets in the regular season were collected 

during the first two weeks of December - a month after the NBA season had officially 

started. For each of the two time periods, data was collected by copying the post, its date, 

the content of the post and the web address directly into SPSS.   
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Tweets were first categorized as whether they contain a media-related tool in 

them.  Media-related tools were defined as videos, GIFs (graphic interchange format), 

pictures, graphics and other. A media tool that was categorized as “other” meant that the 

media tool was not any of the aforementioned tools and could be anything - from a link to 

a SoundCloud page or podcast.  Tweets that were categorized as having a media-related 

tool (video, picture, graphic, GIF, other) were coded as (1) and tweets without a media-

related tool were coded as (0).  Tweets that were categorized as having a media-related 

tool (1) were then further coded as having a picture (1), graphic (2), video (3), GIF (4) or 

other (5).  Tweets that did not contain a media-related tool were not categorized any 

further in regards to this section of the content analysis. 

Tweets were next categorized by whether they had a product related or non-

product related attribute in them. Tweets with product related attribute(s) were coded as 

(1) and tweets with non-product related attribute(s) were be coded as (2). Product related 

tweets were “those associated with a physical composition of a product or service” 

(Kaynak et al, 2008) and “that contribute directly to the actual team performance” 

(Kaynak, et., al, 2008).  Non-product related tweets were tweets with attributes that do 

not have a direct impact on the team’s performance, but are relevant to why fans consume 

a product and can influence fan perception towards an organization (Bauer et al, 2008). 

Tweets could only qualify for a single brand attribute type (product related or non-

product related). For tweets that could not be identified by a mutually exclusive brand 

attribute type, those tweets were labeled as Other. Tweets in this category were 

considered to contain both product related and non-product related attributes or could not 

be identified as having only product related or non-product related attributes. 
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Once tweets were categorized as product related or non-product related, they were 

assigned to specific product related or non-product related attributes.  If a tweet was 

coded as product related (1), it would then be coded again as (1) yes or (0) no for each 

type of product related attribute. In this study, the three types of product related posts the 

tweet could be broken down into were “team success,” “individual players” or “head 

coach.” The specific attribute the tweets contained did not have to be mutually exclusive, 

meaning a tweet could be categorized as being product related and containing all three 

product related attributes of team success, individual players and head coach. Similar to 

the literature and how Parganas et. al code them, “team success,” “individual players” 

and “head coach” are all product related attributes because they have a direct influence on 

the product or in the case of this study, the game (Gladden and Funk, 2002; Bauer et al, 

2005, Bauer et al, 2008; Kaynak et al, 2008).    

If a tweet was categorized as non-product related (2), it was then coded through a 

series of no (0) or yes (1) questions as to whether it contained the non-product related 

attributes in this study, which were “brand mark,” “team’s history and tradition,” “team’s 

culture and values,” “management,” “stadium” and “fans.”  “Brand mark” was coded as 

non-product related because it refers to the team’s logo, mascot, colors and uniforms, 

none of which have a direct impact on the product of the team.  “History and tradition” 

was also coded as non-product related because it doesn’t directly impact the current 

product being put out by the team, however, it does represent fan perception of the 

organization itself.  Similar to Parganas et. al in “You’ll Never Tweet Alone,” 

‘management’ was coded as a non-product attribute because it doesn’t have a direct 

impact on the product, rather an indirect one (Parganas et. al, 2015).  This contrasts 
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Gladden & Funk’s original categorization of management as product related in 2002.  

“Team’s culture and values” was coded as non-product related because as the authors of 

“Building on service characteristics to develop successful services brands” say, there isn’t 

a physical product that can showcase the core values of a service brand (in this case, a 

team), and the perception of the brand is influenced by the culture of the organization and 

the members that make it up (de Chernatony & Segal-Horn, 2001).  

The stadium of the team was also non-product related because it didn’t have a 

direct outcome on the team’s product, and finally, ‘fans’ were deemed as non-product 

related because while fans can affect an organization in other ways – especially on the 

business side, such as tickets sold, merchandise, etc., they don’t impact the product of the 

team directly (Bauer, et. Al, 2008).   

If the distinction between individual attributes was unclear, the tweet was 

categorized as more than one.  For example:  A tweet of a head coach discussing a team’s 

performance could be assigned to both head coach and team success because emphasis 

could be placed on either who is making the comment (the head coach) or what the 

comment is about (the success of the team).   

Several months’ worth of Twitter posts was collected from the Los Angeles 

Lakers.  The data collection was divided up into two periods: one during the NBA 

offseason in April, May, July, August and September, and one during two weeks of the 

NBA regular season in December.  The reason for choosing these two periods was to 

compare differences in the types of brand attributes used and engagement that occurs 

during different times of the NBA calendar year.  April, May, July, August and 

September were chosen as the months to study NBA teams’ offseason tweeting behaviors 
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because they marked a period in time where there was little happening for the team.  The 

tweets collected in April and May were after the regular season had ended and before the 

NBA Draft had taken place. The tweets collected in July, August and September were 

collected after the NBA Summer League had concluded and prior to the regular season 

beginning. December was chosen as the period of time to code during the regular season 

because the NBA season had been going on for more than a full month (the NBA season 

starts in late October) and marked an active period of time for the Lakers. 

When it came to measuring fan engagement, a quantitative collection was used to 

measure the responses on the tweets of the Lakers.  The retweets, favorites and replies 

were all displayed on each individual tweet. Each type of response was listed in SPSS. 

Sample Size 

The sample size of this content analysis was 700 tweets.  The sample size was set 

at 700 due to the past sample size used by Paraganas et. al, who used a content analysis of 

631 tweets – 299 during the offseason and 332 during the regular season in their study.  

Seven hundred tweets allows for a thorough analysis of how the team being studied 

tweeted during the two different periods of time during the NBA calendar year. 

Intercoder reliability  

In order to calculate the reliability of this study, two methods were used: 1) The 

percentage of agreement between coders and 2) Cohen’s kappa.  According to Parganas 

et. al, “Cohen’s kappa is a statistic that that measures inter-coder agreement for 

qualitative (categorical) items and takes into account the level of agreement that occurs 

by chance” (Parganas, et. al, 2015, pg. 559).  Intercoder agreement was set at 80 percent 

and Cohen’s kappa was set at a score of 0.7 because according to Frey et al (2000), a 
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study with an agreement between coders of 80 percent or greater and a Cohen’s kappa 

score above 0.7 is sufficient in deeming a result as reliable.  

Seventy tweets (10 percent of the total number of tweets coded) were both coded 

by the researcher of this study, who acted as a coder, and a second, additional coder.  The 

70 tweets used to calculate reliability were that of a separate team in the NBA – the 

Brooklyn Nets – and 35 were pulled from the offseason and 35 from the regular season of 

the team. Each part of the 70 tweets – whether a media tool was present, which particular 

media tool was used, the type of attribute that was used and each individual attribute 

type) were measured first for coder agreement and then measured again using Cohen’s 

kappa.  The percentage of agreement for all parts of the tweets being studied was over 95 

percent and Cohen’s kappa was greater than .859 for all parts that were coded, thus 

deeming the present study as ‘reliable.’ 

Data Analysis 

For this study, Kevin Lane Keller’s conceptualization of brand attributes from his 

customer-based brand equity model (1993) was used as well as its adoption in different 

sporting models (Parganas et. al, 2015; Bauer, et. al, 2008; Gladden & Funk, 2002).  The 

codebook for this study can be found in Appendix A, and shows how the tweets used in 

this study were coded in regard to brand attributes, using Parganas et. al’s (2015) 

conceptualizations.   

Tests Performed 

The first research question asked: “Which brand attributes – both product-related 

and non-product related - are found most frequently in posts by the Los Angeles Lakers 

during the NBA offseason and the NBA regular season?’ In order to answer this question, 
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multiple chi-squared tests were conducted.  After removing the tweets that were deemed 

as ‘other’ – ones that were neither product related or non-product related or contained 

attributes from both - a chi-squared test was conducted measuring the number of tweets 

with product related or non-product related attributes that were found in both the regular 

season and offseason.  

Research question two asked: “How does online engagement with tweets that 

contain product related attributes and non-product related attributes compare during the 

regular season and the offseason of the NBA?” In order to answer to answer this research 

question, a Mann-Whitney U test was conducted to examine the number of retweets, 

favorites and replies that occurred with tweets that contained product related or non-

product related attributes during the entire season. Two separate Mann-Whitney U tests 

were then run to compare retweets, favorites, and replies during the two different portions 

of the season - the offseason and the regular season – as a way to examine whether fan 

engagement with product related and non-product related tweets changed throughout the 

season.   

Research question 2a asked: “Which type of individual brand attributes – product 

related or non-product related – received the highest levels of online fan engagement with 

fans of the Los Angeles Lakers in terms of the Twitter engagement features of favorites, 

retweets and replies? In order to look at which individual product related attributes and 

individual non-product related attributes received the highest average retweets, favorites 

and replies, the mean engagements for each individual type of attribute were calculated.  

 The third and final research question had two parts.  The first part asked:  “What 

impact does the presence of a picture, graphic, video or GIF have on the number of 
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engagements (replies, favorites, retweets) a tweet receives?”  In order to answer this 

research question, a Mann-Whitney U test was calculated comparing the engagement 

(retweets, favorites, replies) on tweets that had a media related tool with ones that did not 

have one.  The second part of the research question asked: Which media-related tool had 

the largest average Twitter engagements (replies, favorites, retweets)?  In order to 

calculate this, the means of the engagements on each media tool were run and compared. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 
 
 
 

This study used a content analysis to examine how NBA teams, specifically the 

Los Angeles Lakers, used Twitter as a brand management tool.  The sample consisted of 

a total of 700 tweets, 350 from the regular season and the 350 from the offseason. Tweets 

collected during the offseason spanned over the months of April, May, July, August and 

September and only when there were no major NBA events occurring for the Lakers 

themselves, such as the NBA Draft, the beginning of free agency and the NBA Summer 

League. Tweets collected during the regular season occurred over a two-week span in 

December.   

The first research question focused on product related and non-product related 

attributes: 

RQ1) Which brand attributes – both product-related and non-product related - 

were found most frequently in posts by the Los Angeles Lakers during the NBA 

offseason and the NBA regular season? 

After removing 268 tweets that could not be identified as either ‘product related’ or ‘non-

product related’ and were categorized as ‘other,’ a two-by-two chi-squared test of 

independence was calculated comparing the number of tweets with product related and 

non-product related attributes that occurred during the offseason and regular season. A 

significant interaction was found (x2 (1) = 53.585, p < .05).  Tweets with product related 

attributes were found significantly more often than tweets with non-product related 

attributes in both the offseason and regular season.   
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During the offseason, of the 209 tweets that were deemed product related or non-

product related, 125 were product related and 84 were non-product related.  Similarly, 

during the regular season, of the 223 tweets that were deemed either product related or 

non-product related, 201 tweets were deemed product related and 21 tweets were deemed 

non-product related. The results of this portion of the thesis supported hypothesis one, 

below and can be seen in table one of Appendix B: 

H1: Product related brand attributes will be used more frequently in the tweets of 

the Lakers than non-product related attributes in both the regular season and 

offseason of the team. 

During the offseason, of the 209 tweets that were deemed product related or non-product 

related, 123 contained the attribute ‘individual players,’ the most of any individual 

attribute.  ‘Brand mark’ was the second most commonly used attribute during the 

offseason, found in a total of 31 posts. The full results can be seen in table two of 

Appendix B.  Because ‘brand mark’ was the second most used attribute during the 

offseason, hypothesis two was not supported. 

H2: Tweets related to team success and players on the team will be the most 

frequently used by the Lakers in both the regular season and offseason of the 

team. 

During the regular season, of the 223 tweets that were deemed product related or non-

product related, 194 contained the attribute ‘individual players,’ the most out of any 

individual attribute. Eighty-five tweets contained the attribute ‘team success,’ which was 

the second most of any attribute used. 
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The second research question, broken down into two parts, focused on the 

relationship between brand attributes and Twitter engagement:   

RQ2: How does online engagement with tweets that contain product related 

attributes and non-product related attributes compare during the regular season 

and the offseason of the NBA? 

RQ2 sought to understand differences in how fans responded to tweets containing 

product related attributes and tweets containing non-product related attributes.  The goal 

of the comparison was to understand whether fans responded more or less frequently to 

tweets containing product related and non-product related attributes during the course of 

the NBA season.  In order to answer to answer this question, three Mann-Whitney U tests 

were run.  The first Mann-Whitney U test was used to examine the number of retweets, 

favorites and replies that occurred with tweets that contained product related or non-

product related attributes over the course of the entire NBA season.  The results are 

below and can also be found in table three of Appendix C: 

A Mann-Whitney U test was used to examine the number of retweets that 

occurred on tweets that contained product related attributes and retweets that occurred on 

tweets that contained non-product related attributes.  No significant difference in the 

number of retweets was found (U =16470.500, p > .05).   

A Mann-Whitney U test was used to examine the number of favorites that 

occurred on tweets with product related attributes and favorites that occurred on tweets 

with non-product related attributes.  No significant difference in the number of favorites 

was found (U =17108.500, p > .05).  
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A Mann-Whitney U test was calculated examining the number of replies that 

occurred on tweets with product related attributes and replies that occurred on tweets 

with non-product related attributes.  The number of replies on product related tweets (M 

comments = 208.13) was significantly lower than the number of replies during the entire 

season (M comments = 242.25; U = 14548.500, p < .05).   

The tweets were then broken down by season and Mann-Whitney U tests were 

run for tweets during the offseason and tweets that occurred during the regular season 

The results of the Mann-Whitney U test on tweets that occurred during the NBA 

offseason are below and can also be found in table four of Appendix C: 

A Mann-Whitney U test was used to examine the number of retweets that 

occurred on tweets with product related attributes and retweets that occurred on tweets 

with non-product related attributes during the offseason.  No significant difference in the 

number of retweets was found (U = 5004.500, p > .05).   

A Mann-Whitney U test was used to examine the number of favorites that 

occurred on tweets with product related attributes and favorites that occurred on tweets 

with non-product related attributes during the offseason.  No significant difference in the 

number of favorites was found (U = 5157.000, p > .05).   

A Mann-Whitney U test was calculated examining the number of replies that 

occurred on tweets with product related attributes and replies that occurred on tweets 

with non-product related attributes during the offseason.  The number of replies on 

product related tweets during the offseason (M comments = 96.12) was significantly 

lower than the number of replies on non-product related tweets during the offseason (M 

comments = 118.22; U = 4139.500, p < .05). 
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When it came to the offseason, two out of the three Twitter engagements 

(retweets and favorites) that took place on tweets that contained product related attributes 

and tweets that contained non-product related attributes did not differ from each other 

significantly. The sole Twitter engagement option that had a significant differentiation 

between product related posts and non-product related posts was replies – tweets that 

contained non-product related attributes had significantly more replies than tweets with 

product-related attributes. 

A Mann-Whitney U test was also run for tweets during the regular season that 

contained product related attributes and non-product related attributes, comparing the 

differences in engagement between the two. The results are below and can be found in 

table five of Appendix C: 

A Mann-Whitney U test was calculated examining the number of retweets that 

occurred on tweets with product related attributes and retweets that occurred on tweets 

with non-product related attributes during the regular season.  The number of retweets on 

tweets with non-product related attributes (M retweets  = 82.73) was significantly lower 

than the number of  retweets on tweets with product related attributes during the regular 

season (M retweets = 115.20 ; U = 1567 , p < .05).   

A Mann-Whitney U test was calculated examining the number of favorites that 

occurred on tweets with product related attributes during the regular season and favorites 

that occurred on tweets with non-product related attributes during the regular season.  

The number of favorites on tweets with non-product related attributes during the regular 

season (M favorites = 68.45) was significantly lower than the number of favorites on 
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tweets with product-related attributes during the regular season (M favorites = 116.77; U 

= 1253.000 , p < .05).   

A Mann-Whitney U test was used to examine the number of replies that occurred 

on tweets with product related attributes during the regular season and replies that 

occurred on tweets with non-product related attributes during the regular season.  No 

significant difference in the number of replies was found (U = 1872.500, p > .05).   

During the regular season, fans of the Los Angeles Lakers responded significantly 

different to tweets that contained product related attributes in comparison to tweets that 

contained non-product related attributes.  Two out of Twitter’s three engagement options 

(retweets and replies) were significantly higher when it came to posts that contained 

product related attributes.  

 Research question 2a focused on individual product related attributes and non-

product related attributes, examining which attributes received the highest number of 

Twitter engagements during both the regular season and offseason: 

RQ2a: Which individual type of brand attributes – both product related and non-

product related - result in the highest average number of online fan engagements 

with fans of the Los Angeles Lakers in terms of the Twitter engagement features of 

favorites, retweets and replies?  

In order to examine research question 2a, the mean engagement numbers that occurred 

for tweets that contained each individual attribute were taken from SPSS and organized 

into three tables – one for the number of average engagements throughout the entirety of 

the season, one for the offseason and one for the regular season.  The results can be found 

in table seven, table eight and table nine of Appendix E. 
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Over the course of the entire NBA season, the two individual attributes that had 

the highest average number of retweets were ‘history and tradition’ and ‘management.’  

The two individual attributes that had the highest average number of favorites were 

‘history and tradition’ and ‘team culture and values’ and the attributes that had the 

highest average number of replies were ‘history and tradition’ and ‘sponsors.’  

During the offseason, the two attributes that had the highest average number of 

retweets, favorites and replies were ‘history and tradition’ and ‘brand mark.’  When it 

came to the regular season, ‘brand mark’ had the highest number of average retweets, 

followed by ‘individual players.’  The attribute ‘individual players’ had the highest 

average number of favorites, followed by ‘team success.’ Finally, the attribute with the 

highest number of replies was ‘team success,’ followed by ‘individual players.’   

The third research question consisted of two parts.  The first part (RQ3) dealt with 

the incorporation of media tools in the tweets that were studied and the number of Twitter 

engagements that occurred on the tweets. 

RQ3): What impact does the presence of a picture, graphic, video or GIF have on 

the number of engagements (replies, favorites, retweets) a tweet receives?  

In order to compare tweets that did or did not contain a media-related tool with Twitter 

engagements, a Mann-Whitney U test was run.  The results of the test are below and the 

full results can be seen in table six of Appendix D. 

A Mann-Whitney U test was calculated examining the number of retweets that 

occurred on tweets that contained a media-related tool with retweets that occurred on 

tweets without a media-related tool.  The number of retweets on tweets without a media-

related tool (M retweets  = 253.32) was significantly lower than the number of retweets 
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on tweets that contained a media-related tool (M retweets = 372.87; U = 24538.500, p < 

.05).   

A Mann-Whitney U test was calculated examining the number of favorites that 

occurred on tweets that contained a media-related tool with favorites that occurred on 

tweets without a media-related tool.  The number of favorites on tweets without a media-

related tool (M favorites = 253.50) was significantly lower than the number of favorites 

on tweets with a media-related tool (M favorites = 372.83; U = 24563.000, p < .05).   

A Mann-Whitney U test was calculated examining the number of replies that 

occurred on tweets that contained a media-related tool with replies that occurred on 

tweets without a media-related tool.  The number of replies on tweets without a media-

related tool (M replies = 255.55) was significantly lower than the number of replies on 

tweets that contained a media-related tool (M replies = 372.36; U = 24831.000, p < .05).   

When it came to the number of engagements that occurred on tweets that 

contained media-related tools with those that did not have a media related tool, all three 

Twitter engagement options - retweets, favorites and replies – were significantly greater 

on Tweets that incorporated a media related tool than those that did not, thus supporting 

hypothesis three: 

H3   Posts that contain a media-related tool will have higher average Twitter 

engagement than posts without a media-related tool. 

The second part of research question three examined which media-related tools 

experienced the highest average number of retweets, favorites and replies: 

RQ3a) Which media-related tool had the largest average Twitter engagements 

(replies, favorites, retweets)? 
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In order to answer this question, the mean engagement numbers of tweets that contained 

pictures, graphics, GIFs, videos and any other type of media-related tool -namely 

SoundCloud and podcast links were collected by running the ‘compare means’ test 

through SPSS and arranged into table 10 of Appendix E.  Tweets that contained GIFs had 

the highest average number of retweets, favorites and replies.  Tweets that contained 

pictures, graphics or a video were all closely related in the number of average retweets, 

favorites and replies they accumulated.  Tweets that had any other kind of media-related 

tool, which frequently fell into the realm of podcasts that could be found on SoundCloud, 

had significantly lower average engagement numbers than the rest of the media-related 

tools examined in this study.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
	
	
	

The purpose of this study was to use Kevin Lane Keller’s Customer-Based Brand 

Equity Model and examine how the Los Angeles Lakers, the team with the most Twitter 

followers in the NBA and the second-highest valued brand in the league utilized Twitter 

for brand management purposes in terms of the content the team posted. This study 

examined which type of brand attributes (product related or non-product related) were 

most commonly used by the Lakers over the course of the team’s regular season and 

offseason as well as examined which individual product related attributes and non-

product related attributes were incorporated into the tweets of the team. 

This study also looked at differences between how Twitter users and followers of 

the team used Twitter’s engagement features (retweets, favorites and replies) to respond 

to the team’s use of product related brand attributes and non-product related attributes as 

well as examined the differences in engagement on tweets that incorporated the use of a 

media-related tool (pictures, graphics, videos, GIFs and other) with those that did not 

incorporate one.  The first research question dealt with the types and frequency of brand 

attributes that were used in tweets of the Lakers during the regular season and offseason 

of the team. 

RQ1: Which brand attributes – both product-related and non-product related - 

are found most frequently in posts by the Los Angeles Lakers during the NBA 

offseason and the NBA regular season? 

The data analysis revealed that the Lakers used product related attributes far more 

frequently than non-product related attributes over the course of the NBA season, with a 
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total of 325 product related attributes being used in comparison to only 106 non-product 

related attributes. The data analysis thus confirmed the researcher’s first hypothesis: 

 H1: Product related brand attributes will be used more frequently in the tweets of 

the Lakers than non-product related attributes in both the regular season and offseason of 

the team. 

The 268 tweets that were removed from the analysis were deemed as ‘other’ because they 

either contained both product related and non-product related attributes or could not be 

distinguished as solely one type of attribute.   A common theme found when collecting 

the tweets the Lakers posted was that while the team often posted about an individual 

player or the team’s success, a non-product related attribute was also incorporated into 

the tweet.  During the data collection, it was observed that the Lakers often incorporated 

a sponsor of the team or the team’s logo in a branding-related fashion in tweets that could 

otherwise be considered product related, thus deeming the tweet as containing both 

product related and non-product related attributes.  

Similar to what Parganas et. al found in “You’ll Never Tweet Alone,” which 

focused on the tweets of international soccer club Liverpool FC,  product related 

attributes were used far more often than non-product related attributes and the two 

attributes that were used most frequently in the tweets of the Lakers collectively were 

‘individual players’ and ‘team success.’ Interestingly, during the Lakers offseason, 

multiple non-product related attributes were used more frequently than the product 

related attribute ‘team success,’ such as: such as ‘brand mark,’ ‘history and tradition,’ 

‘fans’ and ‘management.’ Because team success was not one of the two most frequently 
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used attributes in tweets of the Lakers during the team’s offseason, the researcher’s 

second hypothesis was not supported: 

H2: Tweets related to team success and players on the team will be the most 

frequently used by the Lakers in both the regular season and offseason of the 

team. 

When it came to the content posted during the offseason, there could be a number of 

reasons why non-product related attributes such as ‘brand mark,’ ‘history and tradition,’ 

‘management’ and ‘fans’ were used more frequently than ‘team success.’  One reason 

could be the periods of time when the data collection occurred.  The data for the 

offseason was collected during periods of time that there was little activity during the 

league – when the NBA Draft, NBA Summer League and start of NBA free agency were 

not occurring.  During those three periods of time, especially during the NBA Summer 

League, where teams compete against one another, content may have been more similar 

to the regular season and product related attributes such as ‘team success’ and ‘individual 

players’ may have been emphasized more frequently.  Another potential reason for non-

product related attributes being used more frequently during the offseason could be 

because of what the offseason specifically entails – a period of time where NBA teams 

are not playing regularly scheduled games.  This means that the focus on social media has 

the potential to be different from that of the regular season. 

One main difference between the study conducted by Parganas et. al and this 

study was the use of the non-product related attribute ‘fans.’  In “You’ll Never Tweet 

Alone” (Parganas et. al, 2015) ‘fans’ was one of the most commonly used attributes by 

Liverpool FC in their tweets.  Unlike Liverpool FC, the Lakers emphasized the brand 
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mark of the team – namely the uniforms the team wore and the logo of the team – more 

frequently than they emphasized fans of the team.  

 Twitter engagement represented a major element of this study. Twitter 

engagement (retweets, favorites, replies) was analyzed during the regular season and 

offseason collectively as well as during each individual time period in order to gauge 

differences in how fans of the Los Angeles Lakers engaged with the team on Twitter 

during different periods of time and with different types of attributes (product related and 

non-product related).  Twitter engagement was also measured to compare how fans of the 

Lakers responded to tweets that incorporated a media-related tool (picture, GIF, video, 

graphic, other) with those that did not incorporate one.   

When it came to the entire season collectively (both regular season and offseason 

combined), the Twitter engagements of favorites and retweets did not differ significantly 

between product related and non-product related posts, but the number of replies that 

occurred was significantly lower on tweets containing product related attributes 

compared to tweets containing non-product related attributes.  When it came to the 

offseason, retweets and favorites on posts with product related attributes and non-product 

related attributes did not differ significantly, however, the number of replies on tweets 

containing product related attributes was significantly lower than tweets with non-product 

related attributes.   

During the regular season of the Lakers however, significant differences were 

found in the number of retweets and favorites that occurred for the Lakers, with fans 

retweeting and favoriting tweets that contained product related attributes at a significantly 

higher rate than tweets that contained non-product related attributes.  The only type of 
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Twitter engagement that did not significantly differ between tweets containing product 

related attributes and tweets containing non-product related attributes was replies.   

The results for this study differed significantly with those of the study conducted 

by Parganas et. al.  In “You’ll Never Tweet Alone,” fan engagements that occurred on 

tweets by Liverpool FC differed significantly when it came to product related and non-

product related content during both the regular season and the offseason of the team aside 

from the number of replies that occurred on tweets during the team’s regular season.   

For Liverpool FC, tweets that contained product related attributes received 

consistently higher numbers of engagement than tweets that contained non-product 

related attributes.  A potential reason as to why tweets containing product related 

attributes did not have significant differences in engagement with non-product related 

attributes during the offseason and collectively over the course of the entire season for the 

Lakers could stem from when the data was collected in the offseason – during periods of 

time where there was less team and league activity (not around the NBA Draft, the NBA 

Summer League and start of free agency).  Had the data during the offseason been 

collected during periods of time where the team was more active – the NBA Draft, the 

NBA Summer League and the start of free agency, there is the potential that the content 

and engagement received on the content could have been more similar to that of the 

regular season.   

For public relations practitioners in professional sports and researchers alike, the 

significant difference in retweets and favorites on tweets that contained product related 

attributes and tweets that contained non-product related attributes during the regular 

season is a potentially important piece of information.  Professional sports teams make 
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money from their fans, so finding the best ways to connect with their fans and understand 

the content that they like to engage with on social media is important.  Unlike the data 

from “You’ll Never Tweet Alone,” which showed significant differences in fan 

engagement with tweets containing product related attributes and tweets containing non-

product related attributes during FC Liverpool’s regular season and offseason, because 

engagement with tweets containing product related attributes and non-product related 

attributes did not differ significantly in the offseason and the entire season collectively of 

the Lakers but did differ significantly during the regular season, it is essential for future 

researchers to use Keller’s Customer-Based Brand Equity Model and recreate this content 

analysis with another NBA team and in other professional sports leagues.  More research 

that is conducted to better understand the content that fans like will allow teams to use 

social media strategies that positively impact fan engagement. 

The final research question of this study focused on the use of media-related tools 

and the potential impact they have on fan engagement.  Research question three consisted 

of two parts. The first part (seen below) dealt with the use of media-related tools and its 

impact on fan engagement: 

RQ3: What impact does the presence of a picture, graphic, video or GIF have on 

the number of engagements (replies, favorites, retweets) a tweet receives? 

The data analysis of RQ3 discovered that the presence of a picture, graphic, video or GIF 

had a significant impact on all three Twitter engagement options for Twitter users. 

Tweets that incorporated a media-related tool had significantly larger numbers of 

retweets, favorites and replies compared to tweets that did not incorporate a media tool in 

them.  For public relations practitioners in the sporting industry, this is a valuable piece 



How NBA Team Use Twitter as a Brand Management Tool 

	

56	
	

of information to know when creating content for the team and how to effectively catch 

the eyes of the people who follow the team.  There are a number of reasons why 

incorporating a media-tool could result in higher engagement numbers in terms of 

retweets, favorites and replies.  This information also supported hypothesis three, which 

is seen below:   

H3:  Posts that contain a media-related tool will have higher average Twitter 

engagement than posts without a media-related tool. 

The second part of research question three dealt with which individual media-related 

tools experienced the highest engagement numbers: 

RQ3a: Which media-related tool had the largest average Twitter engagements 

(replies, favorites, retweets)? 

When it came to the mean numbers of retweets, favorites and replies of the media-related 

tools that were examined in this study, while GIFs had the most retweets, favorites and 

replies of any other media tool, only three GIFs were used in 700 tweets studying, which 

means that using a GIF doesn’t automatically mean a tweet will receive higher 

engagement numbers than using a different media-related tool.   

Of pictures, videos and graphics, which were all used frequently by the Lakers 

and all received similar numbers of retweets, favorites and replies, graphics on average 

received the most retweets, and pictures received the most favorites and replies.  It should 

be noted that other types of media-related tools, in this case – links to podcasts on 

SoundCloud received significantly lower average engagement numbers in comparison to 

the other media-related tools studied, which means that while using a media-related tool 

will have a positive impact on fan engagement in general, not every single type of media-
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related tool results in significant differences in fan engagement and there may even be 

certain types of media tools to avoid.   

A potential reason that tweets incorporating links to podcasts on SoundCloud may 

have received lower engagement numbers than tweets incorporating a picture, graphic, 

video or GIF could possibly be due to a lack of stimulation for people viewing the tweets.  

The tweets that contained a visual element such as a picture, graphic, video or GIF may 

have resonated better than those that incorporated a different type of media-related tool 

and those that did not incorporate any media-related tool.  

The average engagement numbers that occurred for the different types of media-

related tools may come as a surprise for researchers and public practitioners alike.   On 

average, tweets that contained a video had less retweets than those containing a picture, 

less favorites than tweets containing a picture or graphic and less replies than tweets 

containing a picture or graphic.  This is unexpected because recent research has suggested 

that video is the tool marketers should be using to engage with audiences.   

According to an August 2017 article posted in Medium.com, video is the tool 

marketers should be using because it combines movement and noise, “which play a 

significant role in conveying an efficient message” (Carvalho, 2017).  In addition to this, 

studies have shown that the average viewer remembers 95 percent of a message when it 

is watched compared to only 10 percent when it is read (Carvalho, 2017). Marketers have 

embraced using video in their social media strategy, and of the more than 5,000 

marketers surveyed in the 2016 Social Media Examiner, 60 percent of marketers used 

video in their marketing and 73 percent of marketers planned on increasing their use of 

video (Stelzner, 2016).   
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 A potential reason as to why tweets containing videos had a lower average 

number of retweets than tweets containing a picture, a lower average number of favorites 

than tweets containing a picture or graphic and a lower number of average replies than 

tweets containing a picture or graphic could stem from the content and length of the 

videos themselves.  During the data collection process, it was observed that multiple 

tweets containing videos were from press conferences or interviews and some of the 

videos ran for 10 minutes or longer.  For the average Twitter user, this could serve as a 

potential deterrent to engage with the content.  In addition, there is a possibility that 

tweets containing a photo or graphic could have contained more appealing content that 

would motivate fans to engage with them.    

 For researchers and public relations practitioners alike, this study provided a 

glimpse into the social media strategy of the Los Angeles Lakers – one of the most well-

known and highly-valued sporting brands in the world, as well as showcased the types of 

content and frequency the team posted over the course of the NBA season –during both 

the offseason and the regular season.  It also provided an analysis of how Twitter 

engagement (favorites, retweets, replies) can differ depending on the types of attributes 

used in tweets, but only showed significant differences in engagement between tweets 

containing product related attributes and tweets containing non-product related attributes 

during the regular season of the Lakers, not the offseason and the entire season 

collectively.   

 For researchers and public practitioners seeking to understand the impact that 

media-related tools have on the engagement that content on Twitter receives, this study 

provided evidence of the impact that incorporating media-related tools into tweets has on 
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fan engagement.  It can be understood from this study that it is more beneficial for brands 

and organizations to incorporate some type of media-related tool than no media-related 

tool at all.  This study can help practitioners working in the professional sports industry 

better understand how they can maximize interaction with fans of the teams they work for 

and assist in promoting further research in regards to social media and professional 

sports.  

Limitations and Future Research 

 While this study is useful for public relations practitioners working in 

professional sports as well as researchers alike, it does come with limitations.  One of the 

limitations the study had came during the data collection process and when coding tweets 

as either product related or non-product related.  Of the 700 tweets studied and collected, 

268 were categorized as ‘other’ and contained both product related and non-product 

related attributes or were not easily distinguishable as one type of attribute or the other, 

meaning there were less tweets that could be compared as product related or non-product 

related during the data analysis.  This limitation could be solely related to how the Lakers 

tweet, or it could be common when coding other teams in the NBA and teams in other 

professional sporting leagues. In order to understand if this limitation was solely related 

to the Lakers, it would be advised to use the same coding format on a different team(s) in 

the league and in other professional leagues as well. 

A second limitation occurred from when the periods of time the data was 

collected.  While the tweets during the offseason were collected strategically at periods of 

time where there was not much team activity or league activity, because there are periods 

of time such as the NBA Draft and the NBA Summer League, where teams are more 
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active, this means that there is the potential for different brand attributes being used in 

tweets of the team, and fan engagement that occurred on tweets of the team could be 

different than was found in this study.  In order to truly measure and understand the 

attributes used in the tweets of a team and the differences in fan engagement with tweets 

containing product related attributes and tweets containing non-product related attributes 

over the entire season – both the regular season and offseason – it would be advised to 

code the entire NBA season of a team and not during select periods of it. 

 A third and final limitation of this study was the NBA season itself.  The NBA 

season starts in late October and runs through mid-April.  The playoffs start just days 

after the regular season ends, so for 16 teams in the league, there is an additional season 

that could be coded for, although it could also be considered an extension of the NBA 

season itself.  

 In the future, there are a number of ways that researchers can build on this study.  

To start, this study can be expanded and examine how other teams in the NBA use 

product related and non-product related attributes in their tweets in comparison to the 

Lakers, as well as delve into how teams in other professional sporting leagues in North 

America use Twitter as a brand management tool.   

 Because this study focused solely on how Twitter was used as a brand 

management tool, it can also be expanded in terms of which social media platforms are 

used for brand management purposes.  Researchers can look at platforms such as 

Instagram and Facebook and compare how the platforms are used in comparison to 

Twitter as well as how social media users of those platforms engage with the content.  
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 Finally, because this study looked at how an individual professional sports 

franchise used Twitter for brand management purposes, research could further be 

expanded and examine how professional sports leagues such as the NBA, NFL, MLB and 

NHL use Twitter and other social media platforms for brand management purposes, as 

well as look at how individual professional athletes use social media for their own 

personal brand management purposes.  The more information that researchers and public 

relations practitioners have on using social media for brand management purposes, the 

stronger the possibility that professional sports teams and other brands can create content 

that will be a slam dunk with their fans.  
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Appendix A 

Codebook 

The coders of this study will be coding for two things:   

Instructions: 

1) Each coder will be provided with a list of screenshots of Twitter posts and Twitter 

insights about the posts.   

2. Coders should look through each post at least once until they are familiar with the 

content before coding. 

3. Coders should collect data based on the information of the screenshots of the posts and 

the insights. 

4. Coders should not code more than one post at the same time. 

5. Before coding, coders should read through and understand the terms and the 

explanations provided below. 

Categorization Variables 

Coder’s ID: Numerical ID assigned to each coder. (Ex.: If Coder 1 is David Prather, his 

Coder ID would be DP1) 

Coding Date: The date you performed the coding of the Tweet.  Should be written out as 

MM/DD/YEAR 

Tweet Date: The day the tweet was posted. Should be written out MM/DD/YEAR 

Tweet URL: Paste in web address (URL) of the Tweet 

Media-related Tools 

Coders will be asked to decide if a tweet contains a media-related tool.  Choose the 

category that best represents whether a media-related tool was used in the Twitter post. 
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(1) Contains media-related tool – The tweet contains a picture, graphic, video, GIF or any 

other media-related tool. 

(2) Does not contain a media related tool – The tweet does not contain a picture, graphic, 

video, or GIF. 

Contains Media-Related Tool 

If the post uses a media-related tool, which of the following is the tool that is used in the 

post?:  

(1) Picture– an image that is captured with a camera.  Does not include graphics 

Ex.:  A picture of a team huddling during the timeout of a game.     

(2) Graphic – an image that contains outside (additional) elements such as graphs, charts, 

symbols, words, etc.   

Ex.:  A picture of a player from a game along with the number of points, rebounds and 

assists he had during the contest. 

(3) Video – a recording of moving digital images that contains both audio and visual 

elements. 

Ex.: A player throwing down a powerful dunk during a game.    

(4) GIF – a computer file format for the compression and storage of visual digital 

information – stands for Graphics Interchange Format. A moving image without words or 

sound that continuously loops.  Will be labeled “GIF” when seen on Twitter. 

Ex.:  A looping silent video of a buzzer beater to end a game.     

Other: Could be any other form of media tools, which includes links to podcasts or other 

websites, such as SoundCloud. 

Type of Post 
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Coders will be asked to decide if the content of the post is product related or non-product 

related.  Choose the category that best represents the type of attribute used in the Twitter 

post:  

(1) Product related – Physical composition of a product or service and contributes to 

actual team performance.   

(2) Non-product-related - do not directly affect team performance, but are still important 

as they are relevant to its consumption and influence the perceptions of fans toward the 

club’s brand 

(3) Other – Contains both product related and non-product related attributes or cannot be 

deemed either product related or non-product related. 

Product related posts 

If the post is product related, choose the category that best represents what the focus of 

the post is: 

 (1) Team success - Success of the team, quality/style of play of the team 

Ex.: A video recap of the game a team played, a photo with a graphic depicting a team’s 

win or loss versus an opponent 

(2) Individual players- High quality and/or highly recognizable players; performance of 

individual players on the team 

Ex:  Highlights of a player’s performance during a game, an image with the player as the 

focus, news on a player’s injury  

(3) Head coach – Head coach of the team 

Ex.: A picture of the head coach, a graphic depicting the number of wins a head coach 

has. 
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Non-product related posts 

If the post is non-product related, choose the category that best represents what the focus 

of the post is: 

(1) Brand Mark - The logo, mascot, colors and uniforms of the team 

Ex.:  Posts about a team’s logo, posts that focus on a team’s uniform, or the design of the 

court the team plays on 

(2) Club’s History and Tradition - Winning records, past success, tragedies, legendary 

games and players 

Ex.: A post celebrating an anniversary of a championship, a player having their jersey 

retired. 

(3) Club’s Culture and Values - Values/culture of the team, its role in the community 

Ex.: A post describing a team’s work in the community, charities they are partnered with.   

(4) Management - The executive management of the team – owners, presidents, etc. 

Ex.:  A post that breaks the news of a new executive being hired or fired, change in 

ownership.     

(5) Stadium - The arena, facilities, concessions at the stadium 

Ex.: Posts that relate to the arena, renovations, updates in seating, new additions 

(6) Fans – People who follow the team – can be at games, watching on TV, etc.   

Ex.:  A tweet thanking all the loyal fans of the team, a video of fans at the game dancing 

Audience engagement metrics 

Online fan engagement refers to favorites, retweets and replies on Twitter posts 

Favorites:  How many times each post was liked after it was posted to when it was 

coded, as shown on each post when opened – coders should enter the actual numbers. 
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Retweets: How many times each post was retweeted after it was posted to when it was 

coded, as shown on each post when viewed on Twitter – coders should enter the actual 

numbers. 

Comments: How many times each post was commented on after it was posted to when it 

was coded, as shown on each post when viewed on Twitter – coders should enter the 

actual numbers. 
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Appendix B 

Attributes used in tweets during the Lakers offseason and Regular Season 

Table 1: x2 of types of attributes found in tweets over the course of the season 

 
 

Table 2: Attributes found in the offseason and regular season 

Attribute	 Offseason	 Regular	Season	 Total	

	
N	=	(350)	 N	=	(350)	 N	=	(700)	

Team	Success	 12	 85	 97	
Individual	Players	 123	 194	 317	
Head	Coach	 8	 5	 13	
Other	 142	 124	 266	
Brand	Mark	 31	 19	 50	
Management	 19	 2	 21	
History	and	Tradition	 20	 2	 22	
Team	Culture	and	
Values	 5	 1	 6	
Stadium		 21	 1	 22	
Fans	 26	 6	 32	
Sponsors	 12	 5	 24	
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Appendix C 

Fan Engagement With Brand Attributes  

Table 3: Mann-Whitney U of Fan Engagement with brand attributes during the 
entire season 

 
 
Table 4: Mann-Whitney U of Fan Engagement with brand attributes during the 
offseason 

 

Table 5: Mann-Whitney U of Fan Engagement with brand attributes during the 
regular season 
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Appendix D 

Fan Engagement With Media-Related Tools 

Table 6: Mann-Whitney U of Engagement with tweets with/without a media-related 
tool 
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Appendix E 

Average Fan Engagements 

Table 8: Average Fan Engagements by Individual Attribute - Offseason 

 
 

Table 7: Average Fan Engagements by Individual Attribute – Entire Season 

 
 

Table 9: Average Fan Engagements by Individual Attribute – Regular Season 
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Table 10: Average fan engagements by media tool 
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Appendix F 

Media Tool Use During the Season 

Table 11: Media Tools Used During the Season 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


