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ABSTRACT 

 This three part, mixed-method study explored the communication efforts in the 

sport of rodeo. The overall purpose of the study was to develop an understanding of the 

different outlets rodeo organizations use to reach their audience. The study was carried 

out using both quantitative and qualitative methods. In the quantitative portions of the 

study, Meltwater, a social media monitoring software, was used to explore the social 

media activity during the 2017 National Finals Rodeo. The data collected in the first part 

of the study, provided a “broader picture of the social media conversations. The second 

part of the study used Meltwater to identify the sentiment associated with the NFR in 

both social media and online news content. The sentiment analysis found content 

discussing the 2017 National Finals Rodeo was predominantly neutral or positive in 

sentiment. The final part of the study was qualitative interviews with communications 

practitioners in the rodeo industry to explore communication efforts in the sport. The 

major findings indicated social media platforms are a popular tool for communication in 

rodeo. The interviews with practitioners provided insight on communication in the sport, 

different types of crises, and how those are handled in each organization. The study 

concluded the sport of rodeo is adapting to use modern communication platforms to reach 

today’s audience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Giuliani, May 2018 

viii 

 

LIST OF TABLES  

2.1 Meltwater Search and Excluded Keywords for Current Study ....................................24 

2.2 Total Potential Viewership of Content from each Social Media Platform ..................26 

2.3 Top 10 Trending Themes and Number of Mentions ...................................................28 

2.4 Top 5 Themes and Respective Momentum  ................................................................29 

2.5 Top 10 Influencers and Account Type .........................................................................29  

3.1 Meltwater Search and Excluded Keywords for Current Study ....................................46  

3.2 Top Sources of Social Media Content  ........................................................................48 

3.3 Number of Social Media Content Pieces and Assigned Sentiment .............................48 

3.4 Top Sources of News Generated Content Surrounding the 2017 NFR .......................50 

3.5 Number of News Generated Content Pieces and Assigned Sentiment ........................51 

4.1 Summary of These Identified for Each Research Objective ........................................93 

4.2 Mentioned Athletes’ Facebook Following as of March 15, 2018 ...............................95 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Giuliani, May 2018 

ix 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

1.1 Operational Framework for Current Study ..................................................................11 

2.1 Daily Social Media Reach on all Monitored Platforms ...............................................26 

2.2 Social Media Volume and Potential Reach Focused on the 2017 NFR ......................27 

2.3 Top 10 Influencers of Social Media Conversation during the 2017 NFR  ..................30 

3.1 Examples of Meltwater coded social media ................................................................49  

3.2 Examples of coded news directly from the Content Stream widget  ...........................52 

3.3 Social Media and News Generated Content Exposure during the 2017 NFR .............53 

 

 

  

 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Giuliani, May 2018 

1 

 

CHAPTER I 

Background and Setting 

The sport of rodeo stems from traditional cattle work in the United States in the 

1800s (Clark, 2017). Cowboys have always been attributed with a competitive spirit 

(Meyers & Laurent, 2010) and in the 19th Century they began gathering together and 

competing to determine who was the best ranch hand (Russell & Rattenbury, 2016). Each 

unique event of the sport has its origins in everyday ranching chores and cattle work 

(Pearson & Haney, 1999). What began as small, informal gatherings of “cow hands” 

came together as the first organized rodeo in Prescott, Arizona in 1888. This first 

documented rodeo was heavily advertised, highly organized, offered large cash pay-outs, 

and charged an admission fee for spectators (Pearson & Haney, 1999). In today’s society, 

rodeo has transformed into a large scale, multi-million dollar, professional sport (PRCA, 

n.d.).  

  Rodeo has been dubbed as “America’s original extreme sport” (Codinha, 2017 p. 

1). The seven rodeo events athletes compete in modern day rodeo are bareback bronc 

riding, tie-down roping, steer wrestling, team roping, saddle bronc riding, barrel racing, 

and bull riding (Russell & Rattenbury, 2016).  

Athletes compete in professional rodeo organizations such as the Professional 

Rodeo Cowboys Association (PRCA), the Professional Bull Riders (PBR), and the 

Woman’s Professional Rodeo Association (WPRA). The Professional Rodeo Cowboys 

Association (PRCA) as the largest one with more than 7,000 members. The PRCA was 

formed in 1936 with the goal of making the sport more profitable for the athletes 
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(Wasatch, 2016). The PRCA sanctions over 600 rodeo events each year all leading to the 

National Finals Rodeo (NFR) in December (PRCA Media Guide, 2017).  

The NFR is considered the Super Bowl of rodeo. Rodeo athletes compete in 80-

100 rodeos each year to qualify for the NFR. The top 15 athletes in each event gather in 

Las Vegas, Nevada for 10 days of competition to determine the champion of each event 

(Anthony, 2012). The 2017 NFR had an attendance of 168,952 spectators over the 10 

days of competition (Snel, 2017). The NFR events were also telecast on CBS Sports 

Network, which has the potential to reach 55 million homes in the United States (PRCA 

Media Guide, 2017). 

Communicating About Rodeo 

Rodeo’s popularity began to rise in the 20th Century as it started to get some 

publicity from the media. Publications such as Newsweek and Times began including 

articles about rodeo in the 1930s (Pearson & Haney, 1999). Soon after, industry-related 

publications such as Hoofs and Horns and The Western Horseman were introduced. 

These were solely dedicated to the sport of rodeo with the original intent of reaching the 

rodeo community but evolved into all of rural lifestyle which sparked even more 

popularity to the growing sport (Pearson & Haney, 1999). Thanks to this increasing 

visibility, the rodeo cowboy became a cultural icon in American society (Pearson & 

Haney, 1999).  

With a cultural shift from traditional media to online forms of communication, 

social media tools are growing in popularity as source of information (Bruhn, 

Schoenmueller, & Shäfer, 2012). Currently, social media are the most widely used tools 

for communication (Ramanadhan, Mendez, Rao, & Viswanath, 2013). Online platforms 
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such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube have become the primary 

communication channels for American adults (Greenwood, Perrin, & Duggan 2016). The 

changing communication landscape also applies to the sport of rodeo. In order to increase 

their audience, rodeo organizations have had to embrace social media (Anderson 

Marketing Group, n.d.).  

Social media allow for the formation of relationships (Brogan, 2010). In rodeo, 

this relationship is between rodeo organizations and consumers to allow a more personal 

look at the sport. Consumers are more interactive with the sport, so for many 

organizations, communication efforts have shifted from traditional media to social media 

to accommodate this rise in interactivity (Anderson Media Group, n.d.).  

Using Animals for Entertainment 

Although rodeo has its fans, it can also attract attention of critics due to the use of 

animals in the sport. Animal activists have called for the end of using animals for 

entertainment. Grunig (1992) defined activism as a group of people that exert pressure on 

an organization on behalf of a cause. These groups are considered hard to deal with 

because they limit an organization’s ability to conduct normal business to accomplish 

their goal (Guiniven, 2002). In the case of animal activists, the goal is to end animal use 

in sport and entertainment (PETA, n.d.) 

A specific example of this is the circus. The circus has been a staple for 

traditional, family entertainment in the United States since the 1800s, but due to changing 

public views and battles with animal rights activist groups, the tradition is being forced to 

come to an end (Associated Press, 2017). After 146 years, the Ringling Brothers and 

Barnum & Bailey Circus had its last circus in 2017 (Von Drehle, 2017). One of the 
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battles between Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus and the animal activists 

was over their use of animals as entertainment in the show, specifically the iconic 

elephants (Von Drehle, 2017). Activist groups claimed the animals in use were exploited 

and mistreated (Allen, 2017); however, if there any such action the animal would not 

perform at its best because a healthy animal is crucial for the performance (Carolan & 

Keathing, 1999).   

 Using animals in entertainment and sport is something rodeos and circus have in 

common (Weisberg, 1998). They also share the opposition from animal rights activist 

groups (Robertson, 2012). Groups such as People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals 

(PETA) and Showing Animals Respect and Kindness (SHARK) are common protestors 

at rodeo events, claiming rodeo is cruel to the animals involved and exploits them (Sine, 

1996). Activist groups claim the sport is outdated and cruel, and they have similar hopes 

to shut down rodeo, just like the circus (Robertson, 2012).  

In response to the animal activists, some cities and states have started creating 

laws banning parts of rodeo and elements crucial to the sport (Larson, 1998). For 

example, Ft. Wayne, Indiana, has an ordinance that bans rodeos within the city limits and 

the states of California, New Mexico, Texas, and Illinois have prohibited the horse 

tripping event (Larson, 1998).  

Much like the circus, rodeos have had to make adjustments after dealing with 

protestors, and changing laws. Some rodeo organizations have decided to take steer 

wrestling and calf roping out of their performances (Associated Press, 2008). New rules 

have been put in place by the sanctioning rodeo organizations, such as the PRCA and 

PBR, about the safety of the animals in reaction to the protests of rodeo (Cawsey & 
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Simpson, 2013). Sine (1996) said the rodeo world revolves around healthy animal 

athletes, and Hagerty (2017) stated that without the animal, there is no sport of rodeo 

because they are just as much athletes just as their human counterparts are. The PRCA 

strictly enforces 60 rules regarding the welfare of the rodeo livestock, including a 

veterinarian must be on site at all rodeo events and inspect the animal athletes prior to the 

event, human athlete spurs must be dull, unnecessary roughness towards any animal 

athlete is not tolerated, and the regulation of the flank straps for bucking animals. (PRCA 

Media Guide, 2017).  

Social Media Monitoring System: Meltwater 

 Meltwater is a comprehensive media intelligence system with more than 26,000 

clients globally. The system can monitor content from editorial news, social media, and 

blog conversations from personalized searches. The platform collects all the relevant data 

and news stories (Meltwater, 2018) and has the ability to create visual reports from the 

collected data from a series of widgets (Meltwater, 2018).  

Widget is the term Meltwater gives to the tools that measure the collected data to 

provide insights to the conversation (Meltwater, 2018). The widgets present the collected 

data, measure the potential viewership, display top influencers, and define sentiment 

associated with the content, among other things in visual reports (Meltwater, 2018). 

Sentiment was defined as the feelings and opinions associated with the content (Lee, 

Ferguson, O’Hare, Gurrin, & Smeaton, 2010). Meltwater uses a Natural Language 

Process (NLP) to determine the sentiment of the content (Meltwater, 2018).  NLP scans a 

large amount of content to determine the writer’s opinion based on the textual content 
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(Matthew, 2016). By assigning a numeric score between 1 and -1, Meltwater codes the 

content for positive, neutral, or negative sentiment.  

While it was a useful tool to collect and interpret data from different media 

content outlets, Meltwater did have its limitations in the study. One being the use of NLP 

to determine the sentiment of the content because it cannot understand if there was 

sarcasm in the content, which means the coded sentiment might not align with human 

coded sentiment (Matthew, 2016). The system is also limited to four main social media 

platforms—Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube—and can only obtain news 

content that is available online (Meltwater, 2018). 

Need for the Study  

 With the shutdown of the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey circus as a 

direct result of pressure from animal activist groups, other entertainment outlets, such as 

rodeo, need to be proactive in to ensure that they do not meet the same fate (Robertson, 

2012).  As rodeo continues to grow as a professional sport, the communication efforts are 

going to have to grow and change. For the sport to stay relevant with its target audiences, 

it is necessary to examine the conversation surrounding rodeos and how those involved in 

the industry are communicating with various audience segments.  

Purpose and Objectives 

 The purpose of this study was to better understand the role of communication in 

the sport of rodeo. This thesis is comprised of three papers. The specific purpose and 

objectives for each paper are provided below: 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Giuliani, May 2018 

7 

 

Monitoring Social Media Conversation during the 2017 National Finals Rodeo 

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to describe the social media activity during the 

2017 National Finals Rodeo. 

RO1: Determine the social media reach and the proportion of content on each 

platform.  

RO2: Compare the social media reach and volume of social media content  

produced.   

RO3: Describe the top trending themes of the social media conversation and the  

associated topic momentum.  

RO4: Describe key influencers in the social media conversation. 

 Understanding the Sentiment Associated with Social Media and News Generated 

Content 

Purpose: Explore the sentiment of content of social media, Facebook and Twitter, and 

news content from December 1, 2017 to January 1, 2018. 

RO1: Identify the top sources of social media content posted. 

RO2: Identify the overall sentiment of social media content. 

RO3. Identify the top sources of news generated content.  

RO4: Identify the overall sentiment of news generated content. 

RO5.  Compare media exposure for social media content and news generated 

content.  
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Exploring the Communication Efforts in the Sport of Rodeo: Qualitative Interviews 

with Communications Practitioners  

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to explore the role of communication efforts in 

the sport of rodeo.  

RO1: Describe how communication about rodeo has evolved.  

RO2: Explore how rodeo communication practitioners reach their audience.  

RO3: Describe the communication aspects associated with crises in the rodeo 

world.   

RO4: Recognize how communication about rodeo might evolve.    

Conceptual Framework 

 Each of three papers for this study has a unique conceptual framework to guide 

the study’s design and interpretation of findings. Brand awareness was the key concept 

used in the quantitative, social media monitoring study. Second level agenda setting 

served as the framework used in the sentiment analysis study. For the qualitative study, 

the conceptual framework was Grunig’s (1984) Four Models of Public Relations 

specifically the two-way symmetrical model and situational crisis communication theory.  

Brand Awareness 

 The likelihood that a consumer is able to recognize and recall a brand defines 

their awareness of a brand (Keller, 1993). It is important for consumers to think of a 

brand when thinking of a certain topic and social media are a means to strengthen the 

brand awareness (Hutter, Hautz, & Füller, 2013). Through monitoring social media 

activity, an organization is able to determine the attitudes their consumers have towards 
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their organization, which can help identify the level of brand awareness associated with 

the organization (Robinson, 2016 

Second Level Agenda Setting 

 The media play a large role in how the public thinks about certain topics 

(Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). First level agenda setting determines what the public 

thinks about by making a topic more salient to an audience (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 

2007). Second level agenda setting is an extension of the first level which determines 

how people think about a topic by making the attributes on the topic more salient in the 

conversation (Ceron, Curini, & Lacus, 2016; Weaver, 2007). In many ways, sentiment is 

largely how people think about a topic, so measuring sentiment of what is covered in 

news and social media will relate to second level agenda setting (Hornikx & Hendriks, 

2015). Because sentiment is a reflection of how people think about a topic, second level 

agenda setting was used as the conceptual framework for the sentiment study.  

Four Models of Public Relations 

 James Grunig and Todd Hunt (1984) developed the Four Models of Public 

Relations to describe the way organizations communicate with their target audiences 

based on different communication approaches used in the past (Laskin, 2009). They 

defined the four models as press agency model, public information model, two-way 

asymmetrical model, and two-way symmetrical model (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). For this 

study, the two-way symmetrical model was used as the framework to interpret the results 

of qualitative interviews. The two-way symmetrical model is defined as two-way 

communication, where the organization uses communication to negotiate with the 

audience (Roberts, 2016). For communication practitioners, the two-way symmetrical 
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model is considered the most beneficial for both the organization and the audience 

(Roberts, 2016; Theunissen & Rahman, 2011).  The two-way symmetric model was used 

in the final qualitative interview portion to understand how practitioners communicate 

with their audiences.    

Situational Crisis Communication Theory  

 The Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) states all aspects of an 

issue should be considered when deciding on a crisis response strategy (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2002).  An organization must use communication in a way that will most 

effectively maintain its reputation in times of crisis (Coombs, 2004). When deciding how 

to handle a crisis, an organization’s communicators must consider the situation at hand 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2002). Coombs (2015) determined reputation management is a key 

factor in SCCT, and the organization must keep in mind the reputation they intend to 

create and the best response to crises that will uphold that reputation (Coombs, 2015). 

When looking at the crisis communication aspect in the qualitative, interview piece, 

SCCT helped understand how the organizations handle crises.   

Research Design and Rationale 

 This study used a mixed methods research design with both qualitative and 

quantitative data collection and analysis (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007) to explore the 

communication involved in the sport of rodeo. In modern social sciences, there has been 

a shift from mono-method research to mixed methods to study social phenomenon and 

this is now considered one of the major methodological research methods (Johnson, 

Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007). The use of both qualitative and quantitative research 
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designs within one study helps gain a better understanding of the topic being studied 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).  

The operational framework for the current study is provided in Figure 1.1. It is a 

three-part research design to address the study’s purpose and specific research objectives. 

Each paper played a unique role in the exploration of communications in the sport of 

rodeo, and is described in the operational framework.    

 

Figure 1.1 Operational framework for current study 

 

Scope of Investigation, Assumptions, and Limitations 

 The scope of this investigation was rodeo organizations, both professional and 

youth. This was accomplished through interviews with communications representatives 

in several organizations. Data were also collected from traditional media and social 

media coverage of a major annual rodeo event, the 2017 National Finals Rodeo (NFR). 

• Social Media Monitoring Piece

• Descriptive quantititative reserach using the software, Meltwater.  

• Data collection was set around the 2017 National Finals Rodeo 
(December 1, 2017- Janaury 1, 2018).. The content was analyzed using 
Meltwater's data outputs as descriptive data. 

• Sentiment Analysis Piece

• Quantitative comparison of the sentiment associated with the news 
generated media and the social media, using the software, Meltwater.

• Sentiment outputs for both news generated and social media a 
descriptive, comparison analysis was performed. 

• Qualitative Interview Piece

• Series of semi-structured interviews with communications postitions in 
different rodeo organizations to explore the evolution and current state 
of communicaiton in the sport- specifically in times of crisis. 
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The study was focused on these because they give insight into the current state of 

communication within the sport.  

 Several assumptions were made during the study. First, it was assumed that the 

social media monitoring software, Meltwater, collected all of the social media and 

traditional news generated associated with the 2017 NFR during the designated time 

frame. It was also assumed that the software was able to determine the level of sentiment 

involved with each piece of content.  

 It was assumed the interview participants were knowledgeable about rodeo and 

how this sport is communicated. It was also assumed they had a working knowledge of 

the organization they represented and the organization’s use of communication on normal 

days and during the event of a crisis. The findings from the qualitative portion of the 

study are limited to those participants who were willing to be interviewed. Their opinions 

may not be representative of those who work in rodeo communication who not included 

in the study.  

The social media and news content collected were limited to the month of 

December 2017, because that is the time leading up to, following, and during the 2017 

NFR. The data collection was also limited to the social media platforms Meltwater has 

the ability to monitor—Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube.  
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CHAPTER II 

Monitoring the Social Media Conversation during the 2017 National Finals Rodeo 

Abstract 

 

 The quantitative study used Meltwater, a social media monitoring software, to 

explore the social media conversation surround the 2017 National Finals Rodeo, from 

December 1, 2017 to January 1, 2018. The study used a set of search words to pull 

relevant content from the popular social media platforms, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 

and YouTube. Meltwater used the data to determine the reach and volume of the posted 

content, the top trending themes of the conversation and the related topic momentum, as 

well as the key influencers of the conversation. The reach is defined as the number of 

potential viewers of all of the relevant content, the study determined that the reach of the 

content was very high. The volume of the content, is defined as the amount of content 

posted throughout the timeframe, and the reach directly correlated with the volume. The 

top trending themes were the words or phrases that appeared most in the conversation, 

and the top momentum was defined as the terms that had the highest rate of mention 

growth. The top influencers were the organizations, publications, or people that created 

and posted the most content about the National Finals Rodeo during the timeframe. Using 

Meltwater, provided a “big picture” of the social media activity about the National Finals 

Rodeo, to be used as a reference in the future of social media conversation in the future of 

rodeo.  
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Introduction 

Cowboys have always been known to have a competitive spirit (Mahoney, 2010). 

In the late 1800s, the cowboys began to compete against one another, and eventually 

these small competitions would evolve into rodeo today (Russell & Rattenbury, 

2016).With roots stemming from the traditional ranch work in the Southwest United 

States, professional rodeo is made up of seven different competitive events—bareback 

bronc riding, tie-down roping, steer wrestling, team roping, saddle bronc riding, barrel 

racing, and bull riding (Russell & Rattenbury, 2016). Each event originated from the 

skills a cowboy needed to work on a ranch.  

Rodeo can be classified as an action sport, which are controlled events where 

humans compete with each other or an animal athlete that comes with serious risk of 

physical injury or death (Rhea & Martin, 2010). Each action sport has its own unique 

history, but all have one commonality—the participants are looking for a risk and thrill 

(Thorpe & Wheaton, 2013). Action sports have been known to stem from an anti-

establishment attitude (Thorpe & Wheaton, 2013) and rodeo is no different. Growing 

from an informal gathering to a large-scale professional sport (PRCA Media Guide 

2017). Rodeo has become one of the fastest growing action sports (Theodori, 1997) in 

terms of membership, national exposure, media coverage, and sanctioned rodeos (PRCA 

Media Guide, 2017).  

The Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association (PRCA) was formed in 1936 when 

the cowboys of the time wanted to make the sport of rodeo more profitable (Wasatch, 

2016). The PRCA is now considered the elite professional rodeo organization with more 

than 7,000 registered members (PRCA Media Guide, 2017). Of these, 4,692 members are 
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athletes competing in eight different events on the professional level. With the PRCA 

sanctioning more than 600 rodeo events each year, these athletes are competing for their 

spot at the National Finals Rodeo (NFR) at the end of the rodeo season (PRCA Media 

Guide, 2017).   

The National Finals Rodeo (NFR) is the largest annual Professional Rodeo 

Cowboys Association (PRCA) rodeo competition. The NFR is a 10-day event held in Las 

Vegas each December in which the top 15 athletes in each event compete to become the 

yearly champion of their respective sport (PRCA Media Guide, 2017). With such a large 

event consisting of 120 human athletes, more than 400 animal athletes, and more than 

168,000 fans in attendance each year, with television broadcast reaching more than 

300,000 viewers remotely (PRCA Media Guide, 2017; Snel, 2017), the use of social 

media is particularly relevant because these tools allow for instant communication with a 

large group of stakeholders (Newman, 2009). 

Social media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter have become 

the most widely used tools for online communication (Ramanadhan, Mendez, Rao, & 

Viswanath, 2013) Nearly 70% of U.S. adults use Facebook, 28% use Instagram, and 21% 

use Instagram (Pew Research, 2017). Social media have become widely popular 

communication tools for adults in the United States (Meredith, 2012). According to 

Kaplan and Haenlein (2009), the general definition of social media is a “group of 

internet-based applications that build on ideological and technological foundations of 

Web 2.0, and that allow for creation and exchange of user generated content” (p. 61) 

making it a prime form of communication for organizations (Rothschild, 2011). 

Professional rodeo organizations are opting to use a media team, including staff devoted 
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to social media, to communicate in today’s online world (PRCA Media Guide 2017, PBR 

Media Guide 2017). 

Social media tools are used in many contexts and one of these is the world of 

action sports communication (Thorpe, 2017), including rodeo. Because action sports are 

full of action moments, the constant updates and communication provided through social 

media are very effective within the sport (Rothschild, 2011). While research regarding 

the use of social media for other sports has been conducted (Thorpe & Wheaton, 2013; 

Thorpe, 2007), no studies have explored the social media conversation during rodeo 

events. The prevalence of social media tools has changed the role of communication in 

rodeo because users are now able to spread knowledge and messages in real time through 

the use of online, social media. The PRCA has an estimated 6.3 million rodeo fans 

(PRCA Media Guide, 2017) that attend the different PRCA sanctioned events each year. 

The need for this study was to understand how the growing sport of rodeo is being 

represented on social media, specifically during the annual National Finals Rodeo.  

Literature Review & Conceptual Framework 

Studies have shown that there is a very large online, social media population. 

Roughly 70% of US adults are engaging in some sort of social activity online daily (PEW 

Research Center, 2018). With the growth, social media is rapidly becoming the most 

commonly used form of communication used to connect with consumers (Bernhoff & Li, 

2008). The Pew Research Center (2018) has found the use of social media in U.S. adults 

has gone from only 5% in its early adoption in 2005 to 69% today. 

Social media tools have become widely influential in the conversation 

surrounding many different sports (Witkemper, Hoon Lim, & Waldburger, 2012). Large 
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sports events such as the Super Bowl and the Olympics as well as individual teams and 

athletes are using social media tools to create an online engagement with fans, thus 

cultivating online relationships (Filo, Lock, & Karg, 2014). Filo et al. (2014) completed a 

review of social media research that defined how different sport entities utilize social 

media platforms to build relationships with fans with the organization’s posted content 

and the fans’ user generated content. By looking at multiple social media platforms Filo 

et al. (2014) determined social media tools are a crucial element in sports organizations’ 

marketing strategy because of the interactivity of the tools, which can cultivate 

relationships with consumers and fans.  

One large scale event that has taken full advantage of social media is the Super 

Bowl. Bausch (2012) studied the Social Media Command Center the Super Bowl created 

in 2012 and its effects on social media conversation during the event that year. The idea 

behind the command center was to provide a communication hub to provide responses to 

consumers in real time. There were four communication responsibilities the center had to 

interact with the fans (safety, coverage, service, and amplification), which are all crucial 

in promoting the event to fans online.  

 Using social media are not only beneficial for the organizations and events but 

also for the athlete. Korzynski and Paniagua (2015) researched how using social media 

can affect an athlete’s value. The study looked at professional soccer players’ social 

media and determined there are three key powers social media have in the relationship 

between the athletes and their fans. The powers were: 1) informing fans on the athlete’s 

life including a glimpse into their personal lives; 2) interacting with fans through online 

conversations; and 3) inspiring fans by energizing them to do different tasks such as 
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attending an event (Korzynski & Paniagua, 2015). The athlete has all these powers to 

create a personal connection with an online community through the various social media 

platforms, while also being able to monitor what is being said about them and how they 

can respond (Korzynski & Paniagua, 2015).  

Not only is social media taking a main role in traditional sports events, but also in 

action sports events. Thorpe (2017) studied how different action sports events such as the 

X Games’ online social media presence could reach the fans who are both present at the 

event and those who are not, through different social media platforms and technologies, 

such as drone camera and GoPro cameras. Through an in-depth content analysis, the 

study determined that social media have had a significant impact on how action sports are 

viewed and communicated to the public through the emerging technologies. Thorpe 

(2017) concluded creating content using technologies, such as the camera drone and 

GoPro cameras for social media as a form of communication is a way action sports can 

cultivate and maintain relationships with individuals that follow them online. 

In many action sports, athletes are active on social media and use these tools to 

connect with their fans all over the world. Thorpe’s (2017) research found Instagram was 

the most widely used application for action sports athletes because the athletes can share 

action shots with their fans, which can be created using a drone camera or a GoPro 

camera. Social media make action sports athletes, and organizations, more relatable to the 

public because the platforms give public an insight into their everyday actions (Thorpe, 

2017).  

Research has been conducted regarding the professional sports organizations’ 

marketing efforts; however, studies regarding social media use are limited. Witkemper, 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Giuliani, May 2018 

19 

 

Hoon Lim, and Waldburger (2012) studied the motivations and constraints of college 

students’ use of Twitter to follow sports. This research was a way to determine how 

professional sports organizations can use social media to interact with their fans 

(Witkemper, et.al, 2012). This interaction is important to build brand awareness and 

brand strength throughout the sport’s fan base (Hutter, Hautz, Dennhardt, & Füller, 

2013). Surveys were administered to the convenience population to understand the 

motivations (entertainment, information, pass time, and fans ship) as well as the 

constraints (skill, economic, social and accessibility) of Twitter users. The research 

determined Twitter can be a useful tool for sports organizations to engage with their fans, 

because the motivations are higher than the constraints (Witkemper et al., 2012). Bee and 

Kahle (2006) stated that it is important for sports organizations to maintain and enhance 

customer relations, and then moves to say that social media is a means of doing so.  

There have been studies conducted exploring whether or not social media has a 

stronger persuasive influence than traditional media. For example, Bruhn, 

Schoenmueller, and Schäfer (2012) studied if social media created a more positive brand 

attitude than traditional media. The researchers distributed a standardized, online survey 

through multiple different industries with questions based on their social media and 

traditional media use. From the survey responses, the researchers used reflective 

measurements to determine that social media increased brand engagement over 

traditional media. This is important to the current study, as it focuses deeply on social 

media and brand engagement of the sport of rodeo.  

Social media is used in many other areas in sports. The use of social media within 

entertainment and sports venues, such as arenas that hold rodeos, is also on the rise 
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(Rothschild, 2011). Through a study of more than 300 different entertainment venues, 

Rothschild (2011) concluded entertainment venues put emphasis on social media staffing, 

since online social media has the ability for venues and organizations to reach a much 

larger audience than traditional print media, increasing their revenue (Rothschild, 2011).  

The rise of social media has also given rise to the big data within organizations. 

The vast amount of online content can be used as measurement data for the respective 

organization (Sathi, 2013). With the growth of big data, data analytics have become 

increasingly important for an organization. Social media monitoring is considered a 

component of data analytics (Sathi, 2013) and is a useful way to determine an 

organization’s online presence (Fensel, Leiter, & Stavrakantonakis, 2012). In addition, 

organizations can use social media tools to express opinions about the organization or 

topic, while giving a real-time insight to what the organization is doing to engage with 

their audience (Lyseeggen, 2017). 

Social media monitoring creates a collection of online content produced during a 

certain timeframe concerning one topic allowing for organizations to listen to what their 

target audience has to say and how their opinions can change through the online presence 

(Bekkers, Edwards, & de Kool, 2013). Monitoring what users are saying and sharing 

online gives organizations a unique insight on how they can improve their online content 

and presence (Lyseggen, 2017). Social media monitoring can be used for reputation 

management, crisis communication and management, trend detection, and much more 

(Fensel et al., 2012).  

 Many instances have shown monitoring social media activity has had a positive 

effect on different organizations. One example is Tough Mudder, an organization that 
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hosts difficult 10-12 mile obstacle courses all over the world (Meltwater, n.d.). Tough 

Mudder has hosted more than 200 events over a six-year period with extensive coverage 

from different news outlets and social media, but finding the correct outlets had been 

proven difficult (Meltwater, n.d.). The organization began using Meltwater to monitor the 

coverage of their events in order to interact with journalists and users in real time 

(Meltwater, n.d.).  

In addition to Tough Mudder, the Canadian Football League (CFL) began using 

Meltwater to monitor the conversation surrounding their organization (Meltwater, 2017). 

By monitoring the conversation on social media, the CFL was able to stay up-to-date on 

trending storylines surrounding the league, create reports on the league’s return on 

investment based on the social media activity, and implement new public relations 

strategies (Meltwater, 2017). The league claimed using Meltwater to monitor the social 

media conversation about their sport had been increasingly beneficial for the organization 

as a whole (Meltwater, 2017).  

The conceptual framework for this study is the brand awareness, which is made 

up of brand recognition and brand recall (Keller, 1993). Recognition is the client’s ability 

to distinguish the brand from prior knowledge, and recall is the ability to retrieve the 

brand when thinking of the category (Keller, 1993). These two components are crucial 

for a brand’s survival because they create a strong brand presence in the mind of the 

customer (Hutter, Hautz, Dennhardt, & Füller, 2013).  

Social media tools are one way to build brand awareness by exposing clients to 

the brand (Hutter, et al., 2013). Social media are built of both organization generated 

content and user generated content, which allows brand awareness to grow based on the 
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users’ attitudes toward it (Bruhn, Schoenmueller, & Schäfer, 2012). By monitoring the 

activity on social media, an organization is able to identify attitudes and, in turn, the 

brand awareness (Robinson, 2016). Since user generated content cannot be controlled by 

the organization, it can have both a positive or negative attitude (Bruhn, et. al, 2012). By 

identifying the attitudes of social media users, organizations can cultivate relationships 

with their followers (Gränroos, 2004) and influence their attitudes and awareness of the 

brand.   

Purpose and Research Objectives 

 With social media being such a prominent form of communication in sports, 

understanding its role in rodeo is crucial to the evolution of the sport. The purpose of this 

study was to describe the social media activity during the 2017 National Finals Rodeo. 

The specific research objectives were as follows: 

RO1: Determine the social media reach and the proportion of content on each 

platform.  

RO2: Compare the social media reach and volume of social media content  

produced.   

RO3: Describe the top trending themes of the social media conversation and the  

associated topic momentum.  

RO4: Describe key influencers in the social media conversation. 

Methodology 

 This study was a descriptive quantitative study with data collected using the 

online social media monitoring program, Meltwater. Collection was set around the 2017 

National Finals Rodeo, including the time leading up to and after the event. The specific 
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dates of the data collection were December 1, 2017 to January 1, 2018. The NFR was 

December 7-16, 2017.  

 Meltwater is a comprehensive media intelligence software (Meltwater, 2018) that 

was used to collect all relevant social media content based on a group of keywords and 

phrases. The system has the ability to create reports and insights about the collected data. 

According to Meltwater’s website (Meltwater, 2018), the company has more than 26,000 

clients and is a leader in online media monitoring.  

Using Meltwater, a social media monitor was established to collect all relevant 

content during the established timeframe. The researcher began with a few keywords: 

“National Finals Rodeo,” “NFR,” and “Rodeo Las Vegas.”  Much of the identified 

content was irrelevant to the study, so the search was refined by adding words and 

phrases to exclude from the results. Meltwater gave a list of top keywords that appeared 

in the results, and they were added to the searchable keywords or the excluded keywords 

(Table 2.1). The excluded keywords were determined by visually inspecting the content 

Meltwater secured and identifying themes not relevant to the scope of the study. The goal 

of the study was to collect content about the National Finals Rodeo as a sporting event. 

The NFR does attract some of the most fashionable Western sports personalities, which 

makes the style and fashion a major talking point on social media (Wilson, 2016). 

Because the study was focused on the sport aspect, the fashion and style related content 

was deemed irrelevant so some keywords were excluded from the search. Using the 

keyword “NFR” was deemed too vague as it returned content about the Northeast 

Frontier Railway and the National Financial Review so the acronym’s use alone was not 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Giuliani, May 2018 

24 

 

sufficient. This does present a limitation of the study as some relevant content may have 

been excluded from the sample. 

Table 2.1.  

Meltwater Search and Excluded Keywords for the Current Study 

Included in Search Excluded from Search 

“National Finals Rodeo” 

“Rodeo Las Vegas” 

“Official NFR Experience” 

“#nfr2017” 

“#WranglerNFR” 

Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association 

“NFC” 

“Cowboy Christmas” 

“Railway” 

“Railways” 

“Fashion” 

“#nfrstyle” 

“ABCRA” 

“Christmas” 

“Rodeo Drive” 

“#rodeo fashion”  

   

 It was assumed that the chosen keywords produced the most relevant social media 

content. With the keyword search in place and saved, Meltwater uses its proprietary 

software to search for the keywords in content posted in public social media platforms – 

specifically Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube. The collected data are available 

for download to various file types including Excel. Meltwater also provides several tools 

to analyze the data called “widgets” that summarize the information visually. The 

specific widgets use in the current study are described below from the definitions 

provided on Meltwater:  

 Content Stream shows a preview of the search. It displays all the pieces of 

content associated with the search in chronological order.  

 Social Reach defines the size of the potential audience of the social media 

based on the potential exposure and classifies viewers for each social media 

platform. It defines what kind of messaging reaches the largest potential 

audience on the different social media platforms.  
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 Social Reach vs. Social Volume illustrates the relationship between the 

number of potential viewers that have seen the message and the actual amount 

of coverage on the topic.  

 Trending Themes shows what keywords and phrases are most frequently 

associated with the topic and see on the social media. 

 Topic Momentum as an extension of the Trending Themes widget. This 

illustrates the frequency of the trending themes during the defined monitor 

period, allowing insight into the perception viewers have of the social media. 

 Top Posters illustrates the coverage of the topic by poster or influencer. It 

displays the top 10 posters by volume of content posted on any social media 

platform.  

Results 

 Descriptive data from the Meltwater reports and raw data output were used to 

answer research questions 1-4.  

RO1: Determine the social media reach and the proportion of content on each 

platform. 

 From December 1, 2017- January 1, 2018 the total collective reach of all of the 

social media content was N = 1,911,114,681 from content collected on Facebook, 

Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube. Overall, Facebook was the social media platform with 

the largest reach throughout the entire month of December. Table 2.2 illustrates the sum 

of potential viewers of content on each social media platform. Throughout the defined 

time frame, Facebook was the platform that had the highest daily potential reach. Figure 

2.1 illustrates the daily potential reach on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube. 
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Overall, Facebook had the highest potential reach on a daily basis, there were very few 

days that another platform was able to reach more people.  

Table 2.2 

Total Potential Viewership of Content from each Social Media Platform 

Social Media Platform Sum of Reach (potential viewers) 

Facebook 144,540,900 

Twitter 18,318,363 

Instagram 28,250,486 

YouTube 4,932 

Note: Reach is the number of potential viewers on each platform. 

 

Figure 2.1 Daily Social Media Reach on all Monitored Platforms 

 

RO2: Compare the social media reach and volume of social media content 

produced.  

Meltwater was able to determine that from December 1, 2017- January 1, 2018, 

the social reach was higher than the volume during the time frame. Even during the dates 

of the event (December 7-17, 2017) the volume was low in comparison to the potential 

audience size. Social media reach was the number of potential viewers the content had, 

while the volume of social media was the amount content about the National Finals 
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Rodeo. Figure 2.2 shows a report generated by Meltwater that illustrates the rise and fall 

of the volume and reach. There was a build-up of content produced leading up to the 

event. The box outlines the dates of the 2017 NFR illustrating the day the event began 

had both the peak of social media content produced and the peak potential audience. Both 

the content volume produced slowly decreased during the event and essentially stopped 

after the event. Although there was a decrease in content being posted, there was still an 

active potential audience during and a few days after the event. The figure shows that as 

the content decreased after the event, so did the potential audience.   

 
Figure 2.2 Social Media Volume and Potential Reach Focused on the 2017 NFR 

 

RO3: Describe the top trending themes of the social media conversation and the 

associated topic momentum. 

 The top trending themes were the most commonly used words or phrases 

associated with the topic, and the momentum was an extension of that widget. 
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Momentum measured the frequency terms were used. Meltwater identified 18 top themes 

from the social media activity from December 1, 2017 – January 1, 2018 pertaining to 

National Finals Rodeo. Each of the terms directly related to the sport or the event, 

including “time” and “tonight” assuming they were used along with the other terms such 

as “National Finals Rodeo,” “Wrangler National Finals Rodeo,” Official NFR 

Experience,” or “2017 National Finals Rodeo”, which collectively account for 67% of the 

top trending mentions. Table 2.3 provides the top 18 themes and how many times they 

were mentioned via the social media platforms in the study.  

Table 2.3  

Top 10 Trending Themes and Number of Mentions in the Social Media Activity   

Trending Theme Number of Mentions 

National Finals Rodeo 2,442 

Las Vegas (or) Vegas 1,027 

Wrangler National Finals Rodeo 772 

Official NFR Experience 248 

Rodeo 223 

2017 National Finals Rodeo 222 

Time 152 

Tonight 142 

Wrangler 142 

CBS Sports Network 137 

  

 From the top trending themes, Meltwater measured the momentum, or 

frequency of the term use, of the fastest growing themes and their percent growth from 

the December 1-7, 2017, the time prior to the National Finals Rodeo. Table 2.4 shows the 

themes, associated with the NFR, with the highest momentum from December 1, 2017 to 

January 1, 2018 according to Meltwater. The themes were all related to the NFR and the 

host city of Las Vegas, except for “National League.” After further research it was 

determined that this term is not used in rodeo, making it an anomaly.   
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Table 2.4 

Top 5 Themes and Respective Momentum Percentages of the Social Media Conversation  

Theme Growth (%) 

National League 322.64 

Final (competition) 321.14 

Rodeo 300.16 

National Finals Rodeo 252.85 

Vegas 178.75 

 

RO4: Describe key influencers in the social media conversation. 

The social media presence was monitored from December 1, 2017- January 1, 

2018 about the National Finals Rodeo. Meltwater collected data from 4,159 different 

influencers then determined the top 10 from the amount of content each produced during 

the study’s timeframe. According to Meltwater, these 10 influencers accounted for 247 of 

the 2,249 total posts (11% of the total posts). Figure 2.3 illustrates the top influencers 

visually and Table 2.5 displays them and the specific number of posts each provided 

during the study’s timeframe. The top posters were a combination of Western news 

outlets, Western life products, local host casinos, one Western fashion blog, and one 

personal account.  

Table 2.5  

Top 10 Influencers and Account Type 

Influencer Social Media Account 

Type 

Number of 

Posts 

The WRANGLER Horse and Rodeo 

News 

Western news 35 

CSI Saddlepads Western life product 33 

Good Life Western Sports Western news 33 

Burning Ember Photography Western life product 27 

Lathrop & Sons Western life product 22 

Ruralradio 147 Western news 22 

Roughstock Studio Western news 20 

Shada Brazile Personal account 19 

Western Atelier Western fashion blog 19 

Silverton Casino Host casino 17 
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Figure 2.3 Top 10 Influencers of Social Media Conversation during the 2017 NFR 

 

 

 Shada Brazile was the only personal account present in the top 10 influencers 

during the NFR. Brazile is one-half of the “most recognizable husband and wife teams in 

the sport of rodeo” (Stevens, 2013 p. 1) being married to Trevor Brazile, a 23-time NFR 

title winner. Shada Brazile is a credited athlete in her own right after qualifying in the 

barrel racing event for the 2013 NFR. She comes from a rodeo family.  Her grandfather 

Clifton Smith, her uncle Stran Smith, and brothers Tuf and Clif Cooper are all NFR title 

winners in their events (Stevens, 2013). While coming from a rodeo family, she was the 

only athlete included on the list of top influencers.  

Conclusions & Discussion 

This purpose of this study was to understand the social media conversation 

surrounding the 2017 National Finals Rodeo. Using Meltwater as the social media 
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monitoring system providing an interesting summary of the content provided online 

during this time, but the data are limited to only what Meltwater was able to provide. 

However, social media monitoring can provide insight into the topic’s online presence 

and coverage, as well as the reputation management and trend detection (Fensel et al., 

2012; Lyseggen, 2017). 

Throughout the 2017 NFR, the results of this study indicated Facebook was the 

social media platform with the highest reach.  From a one-month period, Meltwater was 

able to collect over 9,000 pieces of social media content, that were able to reach a 

potential, collective audience of more than 1.9 billion viewers on the social media 

platforms over the entire time frame. Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube 

“Reach” is defined as how many people were exposed to the content (Meltwater, 2018). 

The “reach” figure should be interpreted with caution because it is simply a reflection of 

the potential reach. It is unknown if there was any engagement between the audience and 

those providing content. Engagement is the conversation between the organization and 

the consumer, which can be used to build relationships (Bee & Kahle, 2006). 

Understanding how the audience reacted to the content they saw would be beneficial 

because it would show how the content creators were cultivating relationships with their 

fans.  

 The results suggest a relatively small amount of content can be seen by a very 

large audience. Meltwater collected 9,527 pieces of social media content for the time 

frame of December 1, 2017 to January 1, 2018 related to the NFR. That social media 

content had an audience of 1,911,114,681 potential viewers through that time, so there 

must be large engagement or many followers to see the content.   



Texas Tech University, Lauren Giuliani, May 2018 

32 

 

 The results of this study defined the themes of social media content surrounding 

the NFR were all based on the sport and the event itself, with “National Finals Rodeo” or 

“rodeo” being included in 67% of the total trending themes mentions. Because “National 

Finals Rodeo” is the top theme found in the study, there is a strong brand awareness 

associated with the event (Hutter, et.al, 2013). The trending theme following “National 

Finals Rodeo,” was “Las Vegas,” the host city of the event. These findings suggest that 

the audience is not only invested in the event, but also where it takes place, which 

benefits the city.   

 The themes with the top momentum, or growing use frequency, presented some 

interesting data. Although it is logical themes such as “rodeo” and “National Finals 

Rodeo” had large trending momentum, the “National League” trending theme had the 

highest topic momentum. This is odd because it is not a term commonly used in the rodeo 

industry. After further research, the “National League” has no connection to the sport at 

all, which illustrated another limitation of using Meltwater. That demonstrates that while 

a computer program can be helpful in monitoring online conversations on social media, 

the interpretation of that data still relies on a human’s ability to sort through the data and 

make sense of it.   

 The data in this study also identified who the top influencers on social media were 

during the 2017 NFR. It was anticipated rodeo publications and rural news stations would 

be influencers. The only personal account of an athlete on the list was for Shada Brazile. 

It notable that the sanctioning organization, the PRCA and the specific event’s social 

media were not on the list of top influencers. This implies the organizations need to be 

more active on their social media platforms to connect with a larger audience.  
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Recommendations  

 Although this study provided an initial exploration of the social media 

conversation surrounding a major rodeo event, additional research should be completed 

to understand engagement and social media’s role in cultivating relationships within the 

industry. Social media can be a useful tool in building relationships and gaining support 

for an organization and a brand (Hutter et al., 2013).  Further work needs to be carried out 

to determine the engagement on social media, either through human identification of 

engagement, or a tool that measures engagement in addition to Meltwater.  

 It was assumed the keywords in the study produced the most relevant and best 

data that could be collected. Future research could utilize the same research design using 

different keywords, because the results can only be as detailed as the keywords used in 

the search. By using less formal terms that relate to the event or by creating a longer, 

more detailed list, better results might be obtained.  

The insights Meltwater provided will be useful for the future communication in 

the world of rodeo because by monitoring the online presence, you can see how the 

attitudes that the online followers have toward a topic, which can impact the brand 

awareness (Bruhn et.al, 2012; Robinson, 2016).  

The study was a provided an initial overview of the social media activity around 

the NFR Recommendations for future practice would be to continue monitoring the social 

media activity around the event in order to stay up-to-date on the trending stories and 

how it can react to them (Filo et. al, 2014; Meltwater, 2017). The results can help future 

communications practitioners determine what to talk about on social media, as well as 
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who and what are the most talked about topics during the NFR. From those topics, 

organizations can determine what kind of content to create to engage their audience.      

A final recommendation for practice is to encourage more athletes to be engaged 

on social media.  Shada Brazile was the only personal account of an athlete in the top 

influencers. Recommending other athletes to have a stronger presence on social media 

could increase the value of the event and the athletes themselves (Korzynki & Paniagua, 

2015). The athletes are their own brand and the use of social media could create a higher 

brand awareness for them as well as the NFR.  
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CHAPTER III 

Understanding the Sentiment Associated with Social Media  

and News Generated Content  

Abstract 

 This quantitative study used Meltwater the social media monitoring software to 

determine the sentiment associated with the social media conversation and news 

generated content about the 2017 National Finals Rodeo. The monitor was established 

using a set of predetermined search words and excluded words. The time frame was 

December 1, 2017 to January 1, 2018. The software pulled the relative content on social 

media platforms and news sources. Meltwater used Natural Language Processing to 

determine the sentiment for each piece of content. The top sources and sentiment of the 

social media and news generated content were measured. The program also determined 

the quantity of content from both outlets to allow comparisons. More social media 

content than news generated content was provided during this time frame with the 

predetermined keywords, which is expected due to the ability of anyone posting via 

social media platforms. The sentiment for both platforms was predominantly neutral in 

sentiment. The lower amount of negative sentiment identified in the content indicates the 

sport is not viewed dominantly as negative. Additional recommendations for research and 

practice are provided.  
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Introduction 

 The sport of rodeo has a rich tradition, based on the work expected of ranch hands 

in the 1800s and boasts the lore and excitement associated with the American West 

(Meyers & Laurent, 2010). It has grown from informal get-togethers of ranch hands in 

the Southwestern United States to a nationwide sport (Pearson & Haney, 1999; Russell & 

Rattenbury, 2016). The sport of rodeo adapted from rough, ranch work into seven, 

distinct professional events: bareback bronc riding, tie-down roping, steer wrestling, team 

roping, saddle bronc riding, barrel racing, and bull riding (PRCA Media Guide, 2017). 

Many of the events are considered high-contact activities that present a significant risk of 

injury to the athletes, but excitement to spectators (Meyers & Laurent, 2010).  

 The rodeo cowboy has long been attributed to the “Wild West.” Today they are 

considered legitimate athletes who capture attention of spectators from both rural and 

urban areas of the United States (Daneshvary, Schwer, & Rickman, 1993). These 

spectators admire the sport, and the cowboys have become iconic in literature, art, and 

entertainment (Hoy, 1990; Penrose, 2003; Thor, 2003). Rodeo cowboys have been 

idolized in movies such as Painted Hero, 1995; 8 Seconds, 1994; and more recently, The 

Longest Ride, 2015 (Abbott, 2014; Debeij, 2015; Pearson & Haney, 1999).  

 With its presence in entertainment and pop-culture, the sport has garnered positive 

attention (Pearson & Haney, 1999). The rodeo cowboy or athlete has become an example 

of an “American Hero” in many aspects with an image of bravery, individualism, and 

tradition, which people admire. Enthusiasts attempt to immerse themselves into the rodeo 

lifestyle and children want to become that rodeo cowboy (Bilger, 2014; Pearson & 

Haney, 1999).  
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For those who compete in rodeos, being a “cowboy” is considered more 

prestigious than being an “athlete” (Pearson & Haney, 1999). The public long for that 

cowboy lifestyle, especially that of the rodeo cowboy (Pearson & Haney, 1999). The high 

level of independence intrigues supporters and spectators of the sport as (Daneshvary, et. 

al., 1993; Meyers & Larurent, 2010).  

The hero attributions of the athletes and the growing popularity of the sport itself 

has created a positive connotation to the sport (Pearson & Haney, 1999). However, there 

are those who see the sport in a negative light (People for the Ethical Treatment of 

Animals, n.d.; Smith, 2008). These types of groups believe rodeo is outdated and should 

be left as part of the past (Robertson, 2012). The actions of animal activist groups have 

been connected to the recent ending of another iconic American institution— the 

Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey’s Circus (Allen, 2017).  

 Understanding the opinions of the public, also known as sentiment, is crucial for 

any organization or brand (Blaskie, 2015). The brand in this study is the Professional 

Rodeo Cowboys Association (PRCA) and its major annual event, the National Finals 

Rodeo (NFR). The PRCA was founded in 1936 by cowboys who wanted to make the 

sport more profitable to those competing (Wasatch, 2016). With more than 7,000 

registered members, 4,692 of those being competing athletes, it is considered to be the 

largest professional rodeo organization (Danesvary, Schwer, & Rickman, 1993; PRCA 

Media Guide, 2017). These athletes compete in any of the 600 PRCA-sanctioned rodeos 

a year to secure their spot at the NFR that takes place each December.  

 The NFR is a 10-day rodeo event held in Las Vegas, Nevada. Athletes compete in 

80-100 rodeos a year to gain points in hopes to qualify for the NFR. The top 15 athletes 
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in each event compete at the NFR for the respective champion title each year (PRCA 

Media Guide, 2017). One hundred twenty human athletes and more than 400 animal 

athletes compete in the event, making it the largest PRCA sanctioned rodeo of the year 

(PRCA Media Guide, 2017). The NFR is considered the “Super Bowl of Rodeo” 

(Anthony, 2012, p. 1). The 2017 NFR boasted an attendance of 168,952 in Las Vegas 

with daily television broadcasts reaching over 300,000 audience members each day of the 

competition (Snel, 2017; PRCA Media Guide, 2017).  

 News and information to the consumer comes in the form of newspapers, 

magazines, and social media (Hornikx & Hendriks, 2015). Over time, newspapers have 

been defined as one of the original and traditional sources of mass media communication 

(Chan & Leung, 2005). Traditionally, the newspaper journalist or editor decided what the 

reader was going to see acting as gatekeepers to share information (Carter, 1958). The 

editors’ power of gatekeeping essentially set the agenda for the public, as they had 

control over what was being published. The gatekeeper concept recognized the editor’s 

role in controlling what information and news the consumers were exposed to (Carter, 

1958).   

In contrast, social media are considered user generated content, meaning 

consumers can create and post their own content without anyone filtering that 

information (Hutter, Hautz, Dennhardt, & Füller, 2013; Liu, 2010). Consumers are now 

able to influence their peers’ opinions on topics by getting involved in content creation 

and sharing (Smith, Fischer, & Yongjian, 2011). With the use of social media, consumers 

are able to share information directly with each other and help cultivate opinions on a 

topic (Hornikx & Hendriks, 2015).  
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The opinions of consumers are a direct correlation with reputation and sentiment 

(Lee, Ferguson, O’Hare, Gurrin, & Smeaton, 2010). Sentiment directly correlates with 

opinions or the overall feelings and emotions associated with the news and information 

about a topic (Liu, 2010). The communication between organizations and individuals is 

vital when trying to understand that sentiment coming from the conversation about the 

topic (Bannister, 2015; Liu, 2012; Matthew, 2016). An organization’s ability to 

understand the overall feelings and emotions toward the event can help the brand in the 

future (Blaskie, 2015; Matthew, 2016). 

Literature Review 

 Sentiment is the feelings, emotions, and opinions associated with a topic, event, or 

brand (Lee, et. al, 2010). Brands and organizations use sentiment to keep track of their 

brand reputation (Liu, 2010). Sentiment analysis is the process of scanning a large 

amount of data to determine the overall opinion involved with the topic, based on the 

textual content (Blaskie, 2015; Liu, 2012). In simpler terms, sentiment analysis is the 

“analysis of the feelings behind the words using natural language processing tools,” 

(Montserrat-Howlett, 2013 p.1).  

 Sentiment analysis determines the attitude of the writers, both on social media and 

in news generated content (Gӧdény, 2014). It uses textual analysis and computational 

linguistics to determine whether a post or headline is positive, negative, or neutral 

(Matthew, 2016). The web has changed the way sentiment can be measured. It used to 

take long periods of time to measure the public opinion about an event, but with the 

growth of the web, sentiment analysis can be done almost instantaneously (Gӧdény, 

2014).  
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 The increase in social media content has created the need to quickly and 

efficiently determine the sentiment of that content. This sentiment analysis provides a 

better understanding of conversations around particular topics. Many studies have used 

sentiment analysis to research social media content associated with political campaigns 

(Anstead & O’Loughlin, 2014; Schweidel & Moe, 2014; Tumasjan, Sprenger, Sandner, 

& Welpe, 2010). Sentiment associated with different political parties and candidates have 

been found to be indicators of public opinion (Anstead & O’Loughlin, 2014). With the 

use of social media monitoring systems, these studies determined the different levels of 

sentiment during the campaigns (Anstead & O’Loughlin, 2014; Tumasjan et al., 2010) 

based on the different linguistic markers and emotional words content posters used about 

a certain topic (Steiglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013). Steiglitz and Dang-Xuan (2013) found 

social media content pieces with a positive or negative sentiment were more likely to be 

shared to a larger audience than content with a neutral sentiment. This indicated social 

media users had more incentive to post content with an emotional tone (Steiglitz & Dang-

Xuan, 2013).  

 Many different online tools can conduct sentiment analysis (Montserrat-Howlett, 

2013). This study was conducted using the media monitoring system, known as 

Meltwater. Meltwater analyzes sentiment using the Natural Language Processing or NPL 

(Matthew, 2013). The program assesses the tone of the commentary provided by each 

piece of data (Montserrat-Howlett, 2013). Meltwater uses NPL to determine whether the 

writer is more for or against the topic that they are writing about (Matthew, 2016). 

Meltwater uses a tool that assigns a numeric score between -1 and 1, to decide the overall 

attitude about the topic (Matthew, 2016).   
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 Matthew (2016) used Meltwater to analyze sentiment about the Euro 2016 Soccer 

Tournament. He examined all the content surrounding the match and specifically 

explored the sentiment those in South Africa had regarding the England vs. Iceland 

match. The data from Meltwater indicated the South African public had a more positive 

attitude toward Iceland as the “underdog” in the match. The language about the Icelandic 

team, had a much more positive connotation than the language about the English team 

(Matthew, 2016). 

 Blaskie (2015) also used Meltwater to complete a sentiment analysis on the 

conversation surrounding the launch of the video game House of Wolves. The study 

looked at the social media and news outlets’ sentiment over the two-week period 

surrounding the launch of the game. The researcher was able to create a comparison of 

the two and find there was much less negativity in content from news outlets than on 

social media. Blaskie (2015) said this finding is common because most news outlets 

report without emotions so the content is presented more neutrally and criticism is more 

difficult to notice.  

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this study was second level agenda setting. Second 

level agenda setting is an extension of first level agenda setting (Ceron, Curini, & Lacus, 

2016). First level agenda setting states the media determines what the public is thinking 

about by making a topic more salient or prominent (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007; 

Weaver, 2007). There is a strong correlation between the emphases that the media puts on 

a subject and how important the public thinks that topic is (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 

2007). Online news media and news generated content are able to maintain first level 
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agenda setting because they can determine how much a topic is covered (Ceron et al., 

2016).  

Second level agenda setting discusses how the audience thinks about a topic, by 

determining the salience of the attributes associated with the topic (Ceron et al., 2016; 

McCombs & Shaw, 1993; Moon, 2011; Weaver, 2007). Second level agenda setting 

provides a better understanding of how the mass media tells us what to think about, as 

well as how to think about it (Cohen, 1963; McCombs & Shaw, 1993). Second level 

agenda setting can be used when discussing sentiment (Hornikx & Hendriks, 2015).  

Purpose and Research Objectives 

This study was needed to determine the public’s feelings and opinions associated 

with the sport of rodeo, specifically the NFR. Traditional newspapers have a gatekeeper 

controlling the content published, while social media lacks that control. The purpose of 

this study was to explore the sentiment of content of social media and news content about 

the 2017 National Finals Rodeo to determine if there is a difference in in the social media 

and news generated content. The specific research objectives were as follows:  

RO1: Identify the top sources of social media content posted. 

RO2: Identify the overall sentiment of content of social media content. 

RO3. Identify the top sources of news generated content.  

RO4: Identify the overall sentiment of content of news generated content. 

RO5.  Compare media exposure in social media content and news generated 

content.  
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Methodology  

 This study was a descriptive, quantitative study. The purpose of the study was to 

explore content about the 2017 National Finals Rodeo so the time frame for the study was 

December 1, 2017 to January 1, 2018. Data from both social media content and news 

generated content were collected during this time frame using Meltwater, a 

comprehensive, media intelligent software (Meltwater, 2018).  More than 26,000 clients 

use Meltwater, making it one of the largest companies for online management and 

monitoring. The software uses a group of selected keywords to collect related data. A list 

of predetermined keywords and excluded words were put into the Meltwater search query 

(Table 3.1). The terms were identified through a trial and error process in order to include 

the most relevant data while excluding irrelevant content. Meltwater uses a proprietary 

algorithm to determine the sentiment (Blaskie, 2015).  

Table 3.1 

Meltwater Search and Excluded Keywords for the Current Study 

Included in Search Excluded from Search 

“National Finals Rodeo” 

“Rodeo Las Vegas” 

“Official NFR Experience” 

“#nfr2017” 

“#WranglerNFR” 

Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association 

“NFC” 

“Cowboy Christmas” 

“Railway” 

“Railways” 

“Fashion” 

“#nfrstyle” 

“ABCRA” 

“Christmas” 

“Rodeo Drive” 

“#rodeo fashion”  

  

It was assumed the keywords included in the search would produce the best and 

most relevant content. Meltwater uses its proprietary software to find all of the search 

term in content posted on social media and in news generated content for the identified 

time frame. Meltwater searches publicly-available content on Facebook, Instagram, 
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Twitter, and YouTube. For news content Meltwater, was able to pull all news generated 

content published online. This is potential limitation because the content is limited to 

only what is available online; some coverage of the topic may have been available only in 

print outlets.    

Once the search is saved, the user can create a dashboard in Meltwater to explore 

the data. The dashboard can be customized with various widgets, which are tools that 

summarize and visually represent the data collected. The data is also available for 

download to Excel for additional data analysis. The specific widgets used in this study 

were as follows, with definitions provided on Meltwater:  

 Sentiment provides insight into how the topic is seen based on how the writers 

feel about the topic. It breaks each post down into positive, negative, and 

neutral categories. From this widget, the spikes in sentiment can be identified. 

Sentiment information is available for social media content and news 

generated content.  

 Top sources shows the coverage of a brand, event, or topic by media outlet. It 

ranks the top 10 sources that cover the topic most frequently, to show clients 

on which publications or social channels a topic is trending.  

Results 

Descriptive data from the Meltwater reports and raw data outputs were used to 

address to the study’s research objectives.  

RO1. Identify the top sources of social media content posted.  

 Meltwater defines the top sources of social media content as the platforms and 

elements of those platforms that contain content that meets the parameters of the search.  
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During the study’s time frame, the top source for content was Twitter followed by 

Instagram and Facebook. Meltwater identified eight sources of social media content 

(Table 3.2). 

Table 3.2 

Top Sources of Social Media Content 

 Pieces of Social Media Content 

Platform N % 

Twitter 3,488 36.6 

Instagram 2,539 26.7 

Facebook 2,300 24.1 

Forums 721 7.6 

Comments 231 2.4 

Blogs 161 1.7 

YouTube 80 0.8 

Product Reviews 7 0.1 

Note: A forum is a website where users can discuss a certain topic; allowing direct 

interaction during communication (Kimmerle, Bientzle, & Cress, 2017). 

 

RO2. Identify the overall sentiment of social media content. 

 From December 1, 2017, to January 1, 2018, there were 6,403 pieces of social 

media content collected based on the keyword search. The content was collected from 

Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube. Overall, there was more content with a 

neutral sentiment than positive or negative, but more content with a positive sentiment 

than negative sentiment (Table 3.3).  

Table 3.3 

Number of Social Media Content Pieces and Assigned Sentiment  

Sentiment  Number of Social Media 

Content Pieces 

Percent of Content  

(%) 

Neutral 3,590 56.0 

Positive    2,270 35.5 

Negative     543 8.5 

Total   6,403 100.0 
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Figure 3.1 shows examples of social media content that Meltwater coded as 

positive, negative, and neutral. The figure comes directly from the content stream widget 

Meltwater provided indicating the line that is coded by NLP, the associated sentiment, 

the social media platform it was posted on, and the potential reach. The posts Meltwater 

coded as negative were mostly created by accounts opposing the use of animals in the 

rodeo for sport and entertainment. The pieces of content were coded as positive were 

created by a large number of individuals who support the sport.  

RO3. Identify the top sources of news generated content.  

 Meltwater identified the specific publications that served as top sources of new 

generated content (Table 3.4). The top source was the Wrangler Network, the title 

sponsor of the NFR, followed by the Las Vegas Review-Journal, the host city of the 

event.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Examples of Meltwater coded social media content 
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Table 3.4 

Top Sources of News Generated Content Surrounding the 2017 NFR 

Publications Publication Type Pieces of News Generated Content  

  N (%) 

Wrangler Network Western News 110 35.0 

Las Vegas Review-Journal Newspaper 54 17.2 

The Billings Gazette Newspaper 27 08.6 

Helenair.com Newspaper  26 08.3 

MTStandard.com Newspaper  20 06.4 

Missoulian Newspaper 19 06.1 

Montana Sports Sports Website 17 05.4 

Associated Press Newspaper 14 04.5 

Kaplan Herald Newspaper 14 04.5 

BendBulletin.com (Associated 

Press) 

Newspaper  13 04.1 

  

Four out of ten of the top sources for news content were newspapers located in 

Montana. Upon review of the content from these publications, it appeared many of them 

reported on athletes from the state or Wyoming who were competing in the NFR. No 

newspapers in Texas were in the top 10 sources of news generated content despite being 

home to 27% (n = 32) of the competitors at the 2017 NFR. After further research into 

Meltwater’s results, it was determined that newspapers from Texas cities known for 

being home to rodeo athletes such as Stephenville were not included in the results 

generated by Meltwater. This is a limitation of the platform.  

 RO 4. Identify the overall sentiment of news generated content.  

 There were 967 pieces of news generated content collected from December 1, 

2017 to January 1, 2018. Much like the results from the first research objective, the 

content had mostly a neutral sentiment, followed by positive, then negative sentiment 

(Table 3.5).  
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Table 3.5 

Number of News Generated Content Pieces and Assigned Sentiment  

Sentiment  Number of News Generated 

Content Pieces 

Percent of Content  

(%) 

Neutral 621 64.2 

Positive 206 21.3 

Negative 140 14.5 

Total  967 100.0 

 

Figure 3.2 illustrates examples of news content that Meltwater coded as positive, 

negative, and neutral. The figure comes directly from the content stream widget 

Meltwater provided indicating the headline and first line of the article that is coded by 

NLP, the associated sentiment, the newspaper source the piece was published by, the 

accompanying picture (not fully pictured), and the potential reach. The news content 

Meltwater coded as negative were created not only by publications that oppose the sport, 

but also news sources that reported injuries or an athlete not performing well. The content 

coded as positive and neutral was created by a broader group of publications.  
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RO5.  Compare media exposure for social media content and news generated 

content.   

Throughout the time frame for the study, the amount of social media content was 

much higher than the amount of news generated content produced; 90.7% of all the 

content was from social media during the time frame. This was especially true for the 

specific time of the NFR event, December 7-17. Meltwater collected the amount of 

content pieces coming from each communication type. Figure 3.3 illustrates the rise and 

fall of the social media and news content throughout the time frame. The top blue line 

represents the social media content posted while the green line represents the news 

Figure 3.2 Examples of coded news content directly from the Content Stream widget 
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generated content released. The box outlines the dates of the NFR, illustrating that the 

highest amount of social media content was posted the first day of the event, then slowly 

decreased.  

 

 

 
Figure 3.3 Social media and news generated content exposure during the 2017 NFR 

 

The news content was released relatively evenly throughout the monitoring 

period, with one peak in the middle of the event. This peak of news content occurred on 

December 12, 2017, the same day as the dip in social media content exposure. That day 

was the mid-point for the NFR. Evaluation of the news content indicated the content 

served as a mid-point summary about the event including results so far, the different 

charitable causes the NFR is involved in (such as “Tough Enough to Wear Pink” for 

breast cancer awareness), and feature stories about the competing athletes. On the same 

day, the social media content posted dropped by 100 pieces from the day before 

suggesting the middle of the event is slower in terms of communications than the 

beginning and end of the event. Both content types decreased to almost nothing in the 

period after the event’s conclusion.  
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Conclusions & Discussion 

 This study set out to evaluate the sentiment of news media and social media 

content surrounding the NFR, which provides an insight into the feelings and opinions 

associated with the topic (Lee, et. al, 2010). The first two research objectives aimed to 

evaluate the top sources of social media content and the sentiment associated with social 

media about rodeo, with specific focus on the 2017 NFR. Based on the Meltwater 

monitoring of the selected keywords from December 1, 2017 to January 1, 2018, more 

social media content was produced than news generated content. Because social media 

content is considered user generated content, anyone can create and post content (Smith 

et. al, 2011). Of the content produced, the sentiment was mostly neutral, but there was 

more positive sentiment than negative. The neutral sentiment accounted for 56.1% of the 

social media content about the 2017 NFR. The positive sentiment accounted for 35.5%, 

this is a positive result for those who communicate in and about the rodeo industry. With 

the popularity of rodeo on the rise (Pearson & Haney, 1999), it is important there be a 

positive sentiment associated with the sport. The content surrounding the 2017 NFR was 

useful in describing the public opinion about the sport, specifically the event itself. For a 

brand, event, or organization to be successful, it needs to have a good reputation (Liu, 

2012). A good reputation can be directly determined from the sentiment associated with it 

(Hornikx & Hendriks, 2015).  

 The content with a negative sentiment accounted for 8.4% of the total sentiment. 

Overall, the results indicate the fact that there was very little negative sentiment on social 

media, implying the groups opposing the sport do not have a significant influence on the 

public’s opinion of rodeo. However, there was no any major injuries sustained to the 
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animal athletes during the 2017 NFR. Had that been the case, it is possible that the 

opposing groups might have had more of an impact on opinion.  

 Because social media allow user generated content (Witkemper, Hoon Lim, & 

Waldburger, 2012), people can directly express their opinions about topics. Research has 

concluded consumers on social media contribute to public opinion by creating and 

posting their content (Hutter et. al, 2013). In the current study, the results concluded 

Twitter was the most used social media platform to share content created by consumers 

surrounding the NFR. Monitoring the social media conversation is crucial for the sport to 

determine what attitudes and opinions people have regarding the sport.  

 The third and fourth research objectives set out to understand news generated 

content about the 2017 NFR. The study identified there was a significantly smaller 

amount of news generated content about the 2017 NFR when compared to social media 

content. This finding demonstrates social media provides more people with the 

opportunity to create, share, and find content about the sport.  

 In terms of sentiment, much like that of social media content, there was a large 

amount of neutral news generated pieces collected. The neutral sentiment accounted for 

64.2% of the content, which supported Blaskie’s (2015) conclusion that news content is 

mostly neutral because it is objective, rather than subjective. The news generated content 

associated with positive sentiment accounted for 21.3% of the content; negative 

sentiment accounted for 14.5% of the content.  

 The final research objective set out to determine whether social media or news 

generated content was more widely used. The findings indicated there was higher 

exposure in social media content than in user generated content. This can be explained by 
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the substantial amount of social media content produced during the study’s time frame 

and the ability of that content to quickly reach an even larger audience through social 

sharing. 

 Social media platforms appear to be important sources of content about rodeo. 

The second-level agenda setting theory states that how a topic is discussed determines the 

public opinion (Cohen, 1963). The largely positive sentiment associated with the content 

suggest there is a positive public opinion about the sport. Although fewer pieces of news 

generated content about the sport were collected, the large amount of content with a 

positive sentiment implies there is a positive attitude toward the sport. It supports the fact 

that, even with the criticism from animal activist groups, the sport is has its supporters. 

The data suggest positive sentiment can be achieved through both mediums of 

communication.  

 A limitation of this study was the Natural Language Processing process Meltwater 

used as its form of analysis. NLP is useful when looking at objective pieces of data 

because it looks directly at the language used, and polarity associated with said language, 

in the content (Benamara, Cesarano, Picariello, Reforgiato, & Subrahmanian, 2006; Liu, 

2010). Because it only uses the language, the process is not reliable when it comes to 

sarcasm or more objective pieces. Benamara et. al. (2006) was one of the first studies to 

use NPL in sentiment analysis, and in that research, they made a point about how adverbs 

can change the sentiment drastically of more objective pieces of content. Even with this 

limitation, the ability to use a social media monitoring platform such as Meltwater to 

monitor social media conversations can be a useful tool for both researchers and 

communications practitioners.   
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Recommendations & Limitations 

This study introduces several areas where additional research would be beneficial. 

One of these would be a content analysis of the social media and news generated content 

using human coders. This process could be used to assign sentiment and determine how 

close the use of Natural Language Processing (NLP) as a means of determining sentiment 

aligns with what coders would determine. 

Additional research could determine what news coverage has the highest potential 

reach and how that might affect the social media content around the same time period in 

both volume produced and audience reached. This research could also explore if there is 

a relationship between the sentiment associated with content via social media and news 

outlets.  

Based on the results of this study, one recommendation for practitioners is to 

proactively contact media outlets to pitch story ideas and gain more coverage for the NFR 

and rodeo in general. The study determined there was more social media content than 

news content. By reaching out to journalists and other news personnel, the event would 

have more coverage that could potentially reach more audience members. It is also 

important for communications practitioners to know where the coverage and content is 

coming from by monitoring the conversation surrounding the event. The content 

collected in the study was limited to the news content Meltwater was able to find 

available online; however, that is a limitation with any media monitoring platform and 

having part of the picture may be useful when the alternative is no information. By using 

software, like Meltwater, rodeo organizations can address the attitudes the public has 
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about the sport. This could be useful in the future to determine what topics to address to 

help cultivate a positive opinion about the sport.  

Because rodeo is considered a “niche” sport, it is important to reach out to new 

audiences in order to gain new followers and fans. In regard to the NFR, its location in 

Las Vegas provides an opportunity to learn from other major events held in this city. If 

practitioners would monitor the coverage of special events such as the Professional Bull 

Riding Finals or large conventions, they might identify strategies to gain additional 

coverage about the NFR and the sport of rodeo. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Exploring the Communication Efforts in the Sport of Rodeo: Qualitative Interviews 

with Communications Practitioners 

Abstract 

 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the role of communication efforts in the 

sport of rodeo, as well as in times of crisis. The qualitative study was comprised of a 

series of semi-structured interview with communications practitioners within different 

rodeo organizations to understand the role of communications. Each participant was an 

employee of a rodeo organization and held a position within communications. The 

telephone interviews focused on the communications efforts in the industry, and the how 

the organizations handle potential crises. Participants discussed the evolution of the 

communication within the sport, how rodeo organizations identify and reach audience 

members, the aspects of crises in rodeo, and the future of communications in the industry. 

The results from the interviews aimed to understand the role that communications played 

to the practitioners and how they are implemented into practice.  
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Introduction & Literature Review 

 Rodeo has a unique tradition of bringing man and animal into the same arena of 

competition (Bussard, 2014). The sport has evolved from its humble beginnings in the 

1800s to becoming “one of the fastest growing […] sport forms in contemporary society” 

(Pearson & Haney, 1999, p. 308). Stemming from the ranch work and traditions of the 

American West (Meyers & Laurent, 2010), rodeo is now a multi-million dollar, 

professional sport (PRCA, 2017) going from small rural towns, such as Cheyenne, 

Wyoming, and Pendleton, Oregon, to large, urban cities such as New York City and 

Boston (Meyers & Laurent, 2010; Codihna, 2017).   

 Rodeo has gone from small, informal get-togethers to professionally organized 

events (PRCA Media Guide, 2017). There are multiple professional rodeo organizations 

for full rodeo events as well as stand-alone events (Istvan, 2004; Meyers & Laurent, 

2010). With the popularity and the establishment of professional organizations, collegiate 

and youth organizations were then formed for young people to compete in the sport and 

gain experience (Meyers & Laurent, 2010).  

The rodeo organizations have made the sport earnings more lucrative for the 

athletes (Drape, 2007). With the higher incentive to compete, athletes are traveling and 

competing in between 80 and 125 rodeos a year (Drape, 2007; Pearson & Haney, 1999). 

The lure of the sport to the athletes is the “thrill” that comes along with it (Istvan, 2004) 

and there is a boldness associated with a rodeo athlete as they compete in the sport 

(Pearson & Haney, 1999). The athletes compete in one of the “most dangerous sport 

forms in contemporary society” (Pearson & Haney, 1999, p. 308).  
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Rodeo is associated with an increased risk of serious injuries, and in some cases, 

death (Rhea & Martin, 2010). Dr. Tandy Freeman, the leading orthopedic surgeon for 

rodeo events, told Drape (2007) that rodeo athletes’ injuries are similar to those seen in 

“car crashes or people falling buildings” (p. 3). Rodeo athletes are known to compete 

injured, as an occupational hazard (Drape, 2007; Pearson & Haney, 1999). Although 

human injury is common, their counterpart, animal athletes, have an average injury rate 

of 0.0005 (PRCA Media Guide, 2017), indicating that the sport is much safer for animal 

athletes than human athletes (Sine, 1996).     

 As rodeo has grown in popularity, the risks have become more apparent to the 

public (Pearson & Haney, 1999). With more than 33 million spectators a year, rodeo has 

become a large scale sport (Meyers & Laurent, 2010). The public is intrigued by the 

competition of human athletes and animal athletes (Drape, 2007) and long to be a part of 

the rodeo lifestyle (Pearson & Haney, 1999). It is a sport that “includes men engaging in 

contests with and against unpredictable beasts, an unquestionable flirtation with danger” 

(Pearson & Haney, 1999, p. 313).  

 Since the sport has so many inherent risks involved, it is crucial to understand 

how communication practitioners handle any crisis that could potentially occur. The 

purpose of this study is to understand a practitioners’ role in communicating to the 

public, especially in times of crisis. It is the risk and danger that interests people in the 

sport, so it is important to understand how to discuss these risks.  

Conceptual & Theoretical Framework 

 This study was based on communications as a means of public relations in the 

sport of rodeo. An organization’s public relations are centered on maintaining a long-
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term relationship with the public (Pearson, 1989). The relationship is cultivated through 

communication between the organization and the public, discussing any topic and 

excluding none (Pearson, 1989). In the world of public relations there is an undeniable 

link between the organization and its publics, each advocating a certain position (Kent & 

Taylor, 2002). The point of an organization’s public relations is to define the position that 

the organization has on a topic, by informing the public and discussing the topic and best 

engaging it (Kent & Taylor, 2002; Tewes, 2016).        

Grunig and Hunt (1984) created the four models of public relations in order to 

describe how organizations communicate with their consumers. The four different 

models were the press agency model, public information model, two-way asymmetric 

model, and two-way symmetric model (Grunig & Hunt, 1884; Laskin, 2009). The press 

agency model was the most frequently used form of public relations by professional 

organizations (Guiniven, 2002) until the establishment of social media (Tewes, 2016). 

With the introduction of social media, organizations are able to create a relationship with 

their fans and consumers using Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) two-way symmetric model of 

public relations.  

Two-way Symmetric Model 

 The framework used in this study was the two-way symmetric model of public 

relations, one of Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) models. The two-way symmetric model is 

characterized by a mutual benefit between the organization and its consumers (Roberts, 

2016). There needs to be continuous communication between the organization and the 

consumer to create the mutually beneficial relationship (Cutlip, Center, & Broom, 1985). 
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It is through two-way communication that the organization can serve as a liaison to the 

public, instead of a persuader as in the Grunig and Hunt’s other models (Roberts, 2016).  

In professional sports, social media have changed the way the way organizations 

communicate with their fans (Tewes, 2016). Social media have made the two-way 

symmetric model easier for organizations to employ (Tewes, 2016).  

 Traditionally, mass media were the primary liaisons between sports organizations 

and fans, but with the introduction of social media, the organization would be able to 

become the liaison (Tewes, 2016). With the rise of social media, there is a higher level of 

interconnectivity between sports organizations and their fans (Tewes, 2016), which 

allows a stronger relationship between the two (Price, Farrington, & Hall 2013). This 

relationship building is facilitated through two-way communication models, allowing the 

audience to have instant interaction with the organization (Tewes, 2016).  

 The two-way symmetric model is considered the “most ethical” (Roberts, 2016, p. 

69) of all of Grunig’s models because it aims to understand the audiences’ wishes and 

then communicating the organization’s objectives based on that understanding (Grunig, 

1984).  It is focused on conflict resolution and promoting communication between the 

organization and the public (Theunissen & Rahman, 2011). It also involves conducting 

research and using audience feedback to employ the most suitable communication tactics 

(Roberts, 2016). The two-way symmetric model is the model of public relations that most 

professional organizations should aim to use in communication strategies (Simpson, 

2014).  

Theunissen and Rahman (2011) conducted a study supporting Simpson’s (2014) 

statement. They found practitioners in public relations are willing to pursue a two-way 
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communication with their clients, through listening and responding to the public. The 

exploratory study was conducted using a survey created using principles of the two-way 

symmetric model (Theunissen & Rahman, 2011). The research concluded two-way 

symmetric communication is the ideal model for public relations practitioners 

(Theunissen & Rahman, 2011).  

Situational Crisis Communication Theory  

 The main theory used in this study was the situational crisis communication 

theory (SCCT), which states all aspects of an issue should be taken into account when an 

organization is deciding on a crisis response strategy (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). 

Communication is a key component when maintaining a relationship with consumers or 

fans (Grӧnroos, 2004). This is especially true in times of crisis (Coombs, 2004). A crisis 

is considered an unpredictable event that can have a negative consequence or 

compromise an organization’s reputation (Park, 2016). Each possible crisis has different 

accompanying circumstances, making each crisis a different situation for an organization 

to handle (Coombs, 2007). The situational crisis communication theory determines how 

an organization goes about handling the crisis at hand (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). In 

times of crisis, reputation management is crucial to the organization (Theissen & 

Ingenhoff, 2011). Reputation is built off trust of an organization, the more effectively it 

handles a crisis, the more trust the public has, safeguarding their reputation (Thiessen & 

Ingenhoff, 2011).   

SCCT is comprised of initial or base responses and reputation repair strategies. 

The initial or base responses of the SCCT include instructing information to determine 

what happened, how it might affect the public, and what the public should do (Coombs, 
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2007). From those instructions, practitioners are able to adjust information regarding 

what the organization is going to do to prevent that kind of crisis in the future (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2002). The SCCT implies that any past crises that an organization has dealt 

with, can affect the public’s perceptions of a current crisis and the organization’s 

reputation (Coombs, 2004).  

Coombs (2015) stated reputation management is a key factor in SCCT (Coombs, 

2015). Reputation is how the “organization is perceived by its publics” (Coombs, 2002, 

p. 167) and it can be threatened if the organization comes into a time of crisis. The 

reputation repair strategies include denial, diminishment, rebuilding, and bolstering 

(Coombs, 2007).  

 When trying to decide on a strategy to engage in while in crisis communication 

mode, practitioners must identify the crisis type, or the frame that the public associates 

with the situation (Coombs & Holladay, 2002). By understanding how the public sees the 

event,   the organization can control the communication and outcome of the event. The 

outcome of the crisis communication is connected to the organizations’ responsibility in 

the event, and has an effect on the organization’s reputation (Coombs & Holladay, 2002; 

Thiessen & Ingenhoff, 2011). The organization’s level of responsibility of the crisis, as 

well as how it handles the crisis can determine how much the reputation could be affected 

(Coombs & Schmidt, 2000; Thiessen & Ingenhoff, 2011). The higher the level of 

responsibility, the higher the possibility of reputational harm (Coombs, 2004).   

The crisis response strategy should be selected in direct correlation with the 

amount of reputational damage the event could potentially have on the organization 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2002).  The SCCT organizes the crisis types into the following, the 
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victim crisis cluster, the accidental crisis cluster, and the intentional crisis cluster 

(Coombs, 2004). From the researcher’s experiences in the rodeo industry, all of the 

defined crisis types (Coombs, 2004) play a role in the industry. From the crisis type, 

practitioners can determine the correct crisis response strategy to put in place. The way 

that the organization handles the crisis is crucial in its reputation management (Coombs 

& Holladay, 2002).    

Purpose and Research Objectives 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the role of communication efforts in the 

sport of rodeo, as well as in times of crisis. The specific research objectives were as 

follows: 

RO1: Describe how communication about rodeo has evolved.  

RO2: Explore how rodeo communication practitioners reach their audience.  

RO3: Describe the communication aspects associated with crises in the rodeo 

world.   

RO4: Recognize how communication about rodeo might evolve.    

Methodology 

 This study was a descriptive, qualitative study comprised of a series of semi-

structured interviews with people in a communications or media position in prominent 

rodeo organizations. Qualitative research design is drastically different from a 

quantitative research design (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative studies define a phenomenon 

by “focusing on the total picture, rather than breaking it down into variables” (Ary, 

Jacobs, & Sorenson, 2010, p. 29). Qualitative research allows the researcher to decide on 
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an appropriate research design, based on the nature of the study (Van Manen, 1990). In 

this case, a phenomenological approach was selected.  

Phenomenology is the study of a phenomenon based on commonalities of 

individuals’ of their experiences (Creswell, 2013). A phenomenon is a single concept that 

can be defined through a group of individual’s experience (Creswell, 2013). It takes into 

account all experiences and reduces them into in a “universal essence” (Creswell, 2013, 

p. 76) or big picture from the interviewees. 

  Texas Tech University’s Institutional Review Board (Appendix A) approved the 

study prior to participant interviews. A semi-structured interview guide was used to 

collect data in each interview (Appendix C). Semi-structured interviews allow for a more 

flexible approach to the interview process (Ryan, Coughlan, & Cronin, 2009). The 

questions were written in an open-ended format to encourage unanticipated responses 

from the participants (Tod, 2006). Each question was worded flexibly to give the 

researcher the ability to make clarifications when needed (Berg, 2009). The interview 

guide was created using the researcher’s knowledge from prior work experience in rodeo 

organizations’ communication departments. The specific areas discussed in the guide 

were background on the position, communication efforts, and communication dealing 

with crisis.  

Participant Selection 

 In this qualitative study, a purposive sample was used which is a group of 

individuals who are judged as representative of a population based on their characteristics 

(Ary et al., 2010) Each participant had experiences in the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). 

In phenomenological qualitative research, it is recommended that researchers interview 
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between five and 25 individuals (Creswell, 2013). The researcher decided the participants 

needed to meet the following characteristics to be included in the sample: (1) works in a 

rodeo organization, and (2) holds some sort of communication position within that 

organization. These participants were selected through a review of different rodeo 

organizations’ websites. The rodeo organizations were identified through the researcher’s 

previous experiences with rodeo events.  

Rodeo organizations’ online staff directories were manually reviewed for contact 

information of individuals who met the screening criteria. The email address of each 

participant was recorded, and a formal recruitment letter (Appendix B) was sent via email 

to 30 different potential participants. If the contacted individuals were interested in 

participating in the study, the researcher ensured them full confidentiality by transcribing 

the interviews personally and deleting the audio recordings, as well as assigning 

pseudonyms to each participant. After the contacted individual agreed to participate, the 

researcher set a date and time for the interview. Seven participants agreed to participate 

in the formal interview process.  

Data Collection 

All interviews were conducted over the telephone because many of the 

participants were not located near the researcher. Some research has shown interviews 

conducted over the telephone do not give as accurate or complete answers as a face-to-

face interview (Einarson, Syed, & Gallo, 1999) because of its lack of visual aids to 

accompany responses (Robson, 1993). Although there are some weaknesses to telephone 

interviews, they can provide necessary information for researchers (Berg, 2009). It also 

allows the interviewee a degree of anonymity during the interview creating a more valid 



Texas Tech University, Lauren Giuliani, May 2018 

73 

 

study (Berg, 2009). By interviewing over the telephone, the researcher was able to 

interact with the participant on a personal level while gaining the information quickly 

(Foddy, 1993).  

The researcher followed a semi-structured interview guide (Appendix C) for each 

interview. Each interview began with background questions in order to gain information 

on the participant. The questions addressed their position and their personal experience in 

rodeo. Once a foundation had been set, the interview moved to understanding how 

practitioners use communication in the sport. This section identified the audience that 

each practitioner aimed to reach and how they had seen communication in the sport of 

rodeo evolve over their career. The interview then addressed the topic of this study, crisis 

communication. It began with understanding their thoughts on what a crisis is, and 

examples that they had dealt with. From personal experience and research about sports 

and organization crises (Kitchin & Purcell, 2017), the researcher created categories for 

potential crisis areas in rodeo—animal issues, athlete issues, organizational management 

issues, and event management issues. The interview asked each participant their thoughts 

on those categories and if they had any experiences that fit into them. There was also 

questions asked if they had any other categories that they would add to the ones that the 

researcher provided. The final questions within this section were over the organizations 

crisis communication plan, how they develop it, and how it has evolved. The final part of 

the interview was concluding questions where the practitioners were able to add anything 

else they felt relevant to the study. Each interview ended with great thanks to the 

participant for their insight   
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Each interview lasted between 15 and 60 minutes. Each was audio recorded, and 

the recordings were held on a secured computer until the researcher transcribed each one. 

The transcription was a crucial part of the study because it gave the researcher the 

interview content verbatim. The completed transcriptions were used to analyze and 

answer the specific research questions. Each interview took approximately 30 minutes. 

The researcher took brief notes during each information to add information to the 

transcriptions to be used during data analysis. Once the transcription process was 

complete, the recordings were deleted from the researcher’s computer. The transcriptions 

were then emailed back to the respective participant to perform member checking to 

ensure trustworthiness of the answers (Creswell, 2013).    

Data Analysis 

Each participant was given a pseudonym during the data analysis process to 

protect their identity and provide anonymity. Organization names are also not used to 

provide an additional level of confidentiality. The data were analyzed by using the 

transcriptions and comparing each of them to identify commonly found topics. The data 

were analyzed using Glaser’s (1965) constant comparative method. Comprised of four 

stages, the constant comparative method takes qualitative responses and categorizes each. 

From those categories, a phenomenon can be determined (Glaser, 1965). It is a process 

that builds on itself to create the information to determine common themes for each 

research objective.  

The researcher coded each interview transcript. Coding, or categorization of data, 

is used to break down the qualitative data into usable pieces (Morse & Richards, 2003). 

Coding allowed the data to be simplified and focused on placed on certain aspects (Morse 
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& Richards, 2003). This study used descriptive coding (Morse & Richards, 2003). 

Descriptive coding is a type of human coding that takes the collected data and categorizes 

commonly found themes. These themes were used to address each research objective. 

Description of Interview Participants 

 Annie: Vice President of marketing for a media group with multiple brands that 

specifically targets a rural audience t. These brands include two television 

networks, a radio station on Sirius XM, a major rodeo event, and a magazine. In 

her position, she oversees all marketing efforts and works closely with Frank, the 

chief media officer. She oversees all of the social media, marketing materials for 

tradeshows, conferences, and events. She oversees all print and social ads and the 

public relations efforts for the organization. Annie works closely with the digital 

team and efforts for television and web content. Her background is in television 

and marketing and prior to her current position, was not in agriculture or rodeo. 

She entered the rodeo world when she was hired in 2015 for her current 

organization.   

 Belle:  Advertising director for a national youth rodeo organization. She handles 

all of the advertising for the magazine, and she recently took on the production of 

the organization’s televised events. She hires all of the announcers and production 

team, edits all of the footage, and gets it to the television network. She began 

working in the rodeo industry in 1999 at the Professional Rodeo Cowboys 

Association and has held a communications position in every organization that 

she has held a position since then. Although she began working in the industry in 
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1999, she was involved in rodeo long before that. The 2017 National Finals 

Rodeo was her 26th time at the event.  

 Kitty: She works as the marketing director for a state high school rodeo 

association. She was hired on directly out of college and has been in that position 

for 17 years. She began riding horses at the age of two and began competing in 

rodeo in junior high. She competed in the organization in which she is now 

employed in high school, and eventually went on to complete in rodeo at the 

collegiate level. After graduation, she competed in amateur rodeos. Kitty also 

started her own marketing company that manages the marketing and public 

relations for other rodeo organizations, professional rodeo athletes, some ranches, 

and western stores.  

 Lucille: Is an employee of the same organization as Will. She joined the company 

in 2016 as the “boots on the ground” employee in one of the largest hubs for the 

sport of rodeo. She is in charge of the communications for the semi-finals and 

qualifying events leading up to the major, televised one-day rodeo. Her role has 

transformed into handling all of the marketing for the event. She handles all of the 

communications, mainly the social media accounts for the event, to keep their 

followers up-to-date on qualifiers, ticket sales, and more. In 2017, she began a 

program where college students are able to help with communication efforts for 

the event. She also represents the organization at large scale rodeos such as 

Cheyenne Frontier Days, Days of 47 in Salt Lake City, and the National Finals 

Rodeo. She has been involved in the rodeo industry for the past two years; 

however, her husband competes in rodeos. She got her bachelor’s degree in 
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broadcast journalism and has been working in communications for the past four 

years. 

 Jesse: Works for a stand-alone, rodeo event organization. He grew up on the East 

Coast and attended university to study journalism and communications. He has 

held public relations positions in the food industry, book publishing, consulting 

firms, and NASCAR. When he joined his current company, the parent company 

of the rodeo organization, he was asked to lead the organization’s 

communications department. He has been involved in the sport for two years. 

 Frank: Is the Chief Media Officer for a full media company, focusing on a rural 

audience that includes a multiple television channels and a radio channel. The 

main television channel is in 52 million homes and the secondary channel is in 

about 32 million homes. The radio station is available on SiriusXM satellite radio, 

with 31 million subscribers. He oversees all of the marketing efforts for the entire 

media group, which includes affiliate, consumer, and event marketing. Frank has 

been working in the rural industry since 1999, and the rodeo industry since 2011. 

He has been at his current company for three years.   

 Will: Works for a western sports production company, as the rodeo producer and 

manager. He schedules all of the qualifier events leading up to a one-day rodeo 

that pays-out over $2 million, and is present during the rodeo leading the 

production team. He was the first person hired when the one-day rodeo was 

established five years ago and has held a communications position since then. He 

has been involved in the rodeo industry for his entire life. His father, a 

professional rodeo cowboy, was one of the founding members of the Professional 
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Bull Riders. Will went to college and obtained a bachelor’s degree in 

communication, and competed in amateur rodeos after graduation.  

Trustworthiness 

 During the 1980s researchers deemed traditional reliability and validity of 

quantitative research to be irrelevant in qualitative research (Morse & Richards, 2003) 

and recommend researchers instead implement ways to establish research rigor. Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) replaced the terms reliability and validity with trustworthiness. This 

concept is based on four aspects: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability.  

Credibility is considered the validity aspect of qualitative studies; a certain level 

of credibility is expected to depict accurate findings from the research (Ary, Jacobs, & 

Razaveih, 2010). Research gathered directly from the source such as an interview 

provides credibility in a study as the responses generate reliable and honest data. By 

conducting research in a skilled manner, the level of credibility improves (Shenton, 

2004). After the completed interviews were transcribed, the researcher reviewed the 

transcriptions with the audio recordings to ensure transcription accuracy.  

Transferability relates to external validity in a qualitative study (Merriam, 1998). 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) described transferability to be the generalizations of research in 

the qualitative findings.  For data to be transferable, other researchers of practitioners 

must have the ability to relate to the researcher’s findings during the original study 

(Merriam, 1998). Transferability allows for the data to be considered trustworthy 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The findings in this study were collected to inform and 
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understand the communications efforts practitioners in the rodeo industry use. The 

research in the study can be used by organizations similar to those included in the sample.  

For the findings to be considered trustworthy over time, there must be a level of 

dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Using interviews as the data collection tool 

provided data that can be dependable as information attributed to the source (Shenton, 

2004). The level of dependability increased as the researcher kept record of the research 

through researcher notes during interviews (Shenton, 2004). In this study, the researcher 

had written researcher notes, audio recordings, and typed transcripts of each interview.  

Confirmability is used in qualitative research as a means of reliability, describing 

the researcher’s ability to remove and biases from the study and maintain objectivity 

(Shenton, 2004), if left unaddressed the study can lose research rigor. To determine 

confirmability in this study, the researcher worked through the data and developed results 

in data analysis (Shenton, 2004). Conducting telephone interviews from the direct 

primary source helped in achieving credibility for the study in addition to other research 

to support the current study’s findings.  

Researcher Subjectivity Statement  

 In this qualitative study, the researcher is the measurement instrument (Morse & 

Richards, 2003). The researcher determines the success of this study and it is important to 

acknowledge any potential biases. 

My background is in the sport of rodeo. I have been working and riding horses 

since I was six years old and gained an interest in rodeo when I was 13. With that interest 

in mind, I pursued my undergraduate degree in animal science. I graduated in the fall of 

2016 from Oklahoma State University. During my undergraduate studies, I completed 
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multiple internships within the rodeo industry including Texas High School Rodeo, the 

Professional Bull Riders, the Elite Rodeo Athletes, and RFDTV, to gain more insight on 

how communication is used in the industry. I am finishing my Master of Science degree 

from Texas Tech in agricultural communications. From my experiences in my graduate 

school through coursework and research opportunities, I found an interest in better 

understanding how rodeo organizations use communication to promote the sport and to 

determine how they can improve communication efforts to engage their audiences.  

With the recent shift in communications from traditional media to online media, I 

have been interested in seeing how the rodeo industry is adapting. I am, personally, an 

avid social media user. I have been active on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter for many 

years. With this growth in social media, it is important for research to be conducted to 

understand how rodeo organizations can use communications tools more effectively to 

communicate and inform the public about the sport, and that is the basis of this study.  

Results 

The responses from each of the seven telephone interviews were analyzed and 

compared to address the research purpose and specific research objectives of the study. 

RO1. Describe how communication about rodeo has evolved.  

The first research objective sought to understand how the sport of rodeo has 

changed over time and, in turn, how the communications efforts changed. From the 

responses, three themes emerged (1) tradition in a mainstream world, (2) changes in 

technology, and (3) evolution of the athlete.  
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Tradition in a contemporary world. With the sport stemming from ranch 

traditions in the 1800s the opinions of the respondents agreed the sport still follows the 

tradition ranch work.  

WILL: It is still a sport, it is still rodeo. […] there’s been some changes but for 

the most  

part it is still that same. You still pay an entry fee, you still travel, you still have to 

win. 

 

BELLE: Rodeo is still about the sport […] everyone wants to win the gold buckle.  

 Although traditions were expressed as important throughout the interviews, the 

respondents agreed another main response was about how to introduce rodeo as a 

mainstream sport. The participants shared that rodeo organizations do want their sport to 

be as large as other sports, such as NBA or MLB; however, it is just not there.  

FRANK: It is always about entertainment, sport is entertainment. So we must 

keep track of what we want to be bigger than just a niche sport. 

 

BELLE: I would love to say it is entertainment, that would put us up there with 

NBA or  

some of these mainstream events, but we just aren’t there yet. 

 

However, some organizations are making rodeo more “mainstream friendly” by 

changing some of the rules and attempting to make the sport more relevant, especially to 

cater to television audiences.  

FRANK: Rodeo is a niche sport. If we want to connect with an audience the size 

of NHL, MLB, or NBA, we have to make it a little more about entertainment.  

 

JESSE: We are trying to accelerate and expand some of the things that the sport 

has already been doing, so for example, one of the big strategies for us is to 

interject the sport into mainstream sports, entertainment, and pop-culture.  

 

KITTY: Rodeo in general, as a sport, has moved more toward entertainment, they 

realize that they have to do things a little differently to engage people. You can’t 

just do things the way you have always and forever. You need to look at it as, 

“How can I sell a ticket?” 
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WILL: If you want to be relevant, if you want to be able to pay more, you have to 

have bigger sponsors, and to get bigger sponsors, you have to be on television, so 

that they can meet their market.  

 

 Changes in technology. As in many other sports industries (Tewes, 2016), 

changes in technology have played a crucial role in how communications have changed.  

Belle said, “Technology has certainly helped move the sport forward.” The main change 

has been the evolution of social media. The opinions of the respondents were mixed on 

this topic. Some organizations have seen that shift as a positive thing, but some see it as a 

negative.  

KITTY: I think social media is the number one deal. When I first started, the 

reporters  

would come to the event, and they would set up. They had a laptop, a printer, and 

a fax. They would print out their story, and fax it in. That is not the case anymore, 

technology has been a change, they can upload it instantly.  

 

FRANK: It has been very much disrupted by social media. […] With the advent 

of social media, communication became as it states, more social. People can 

communicate more directly to their friends and family on an online platform. It 

has lessened the need for the media, but also increased the need for the media to 

be guardians of what is true and happening.   

 

JESSE: I don’t think [the athletes] were seeing all of the benefits of social media, 

but that is definitely a change, where now they are coming along to see those 

benefits. 

 

 Evolution of the athlete. Another common evolution theme found throughout the 

interviews is the shift from the traditional, “rough-around-the-edges” cowboys into true 

athletes and professionals with their own brand—even in the youth sector. The opinions 

of the participants established that competitors have gone from the traditional “ranch 

hand” to holistic, athletes.   

KITTY: I’ve seen a shift from old school, grungy cowboy, rough kind of persona 

to a  

smarter, athlete type approach to the sport.  
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JESSE: In the past, I think the culture was “we are bull riders and we stick to bull 

riding”, but I think riders are more cognizant and appreciative of the value of their 

brand. 

 

BELLE: Back in the day, you could not get kids to talk [during interviews]. They 

are now well-versed and professional […] they are able to put together a good 

interview.   

 

 Along with the shift in competitor traits, athletes and practitioners, alike, put more 

emphasis on safety in the sport. There are additional measures that organizations take to 

ensure a safer environment for all athletes involved, which is a significant evolution in 

the athletes’ attitude. Traditionally, the “bravado” (Pearson & Haney, p 19, 1999) of the 

athlete, discouraged them from taking safety precautions, but in today’s society, there is 

more awareness being brought to safety procedures.  

BELLE: WE want to make sure that they are safe, that if they need to wear a 

helmet [in rough stock events] they do. We are also seeing more helmets being 

worn in [other events] that is just what they are doing.  

 

JESSE: Traditionally financial resources [were provided] when a rider gets hurt 

[…] but it is going to expand, it is going to be a whole wellbeing approach. So 

relationship counselling, mental counselling, spiritual, financial- really helping 

the athletes in all aspects of this lives. […] this is a macho culture, it is a culture 

of suck it up […] but what we are trying do is create a lot more awareness on 

what is serious.   

  

FRANK: We have seen a lot of movement with helmets, and safety procedures 

that will always be there, but the sport can always become safer. I think we have 

to make it safer for the athletes and animal athletes in the future.  

 

JESSE: [the sports medicine team can now make the final decision if an athlete 

competes] This is definitely a major improvement and something different, 

whereas five years ago, they did not have that power. Now they do. But the key is, 

the riders trust him and if they say the athlete will not compete, they are going to 

pay attention.  
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RO2. Understand how rodeo communications practitioners reach their audiences.  

 All of the practitioners put emphasis on their audience. Three key themes arose 

through the interviews about the organizations’ audience, and those were (1) Facebook, 

(2) traditional media, (3) influencer communication and (4) new audiences.  

 Facebook. The first research objective recognized social media have changed 

communication efforts about rodeo. The most significant social media platform has been 

Facebook. Many of the communications practitioners use social media to their 

organization’s advantage, by being able to communicate directly and transparently with 

audience members. Originally opinions on Facebook were mixed however with the 

growth of social media all of the participants agree that it is a useful tool in contemporary 

society.    

KITTY: 100% Facebook. Rodeo is kind of “old school” and [the audience] 

responds better to Facebook, we get more engagement. Now Instagram is coming 

up right behind it, but that demographic is a younger crowd. For the 35-65 year 

olds, Facebook is going to be the way to go. For rodeo, the only thing I see 

Twitter super important for is real time reporting.  

 

LUCILLE: I know how our audience gets their information, and Facebook is the 

main tool that people in rodeo use to get the word out there and inform people. 

Facebook and social media has been the biggest platform for us to get out what is 

going on.  

 

JESSE: Facebook also gives you a little bit more of an opportunity to create a 

narrative and explain more and create a bigger story.  

 

One commonality that was discussed through the interviews was the lack of 

public knowledge over the sport. Organizations have to educate the audience on the sport 

and how it orchestrates in order to be transparent.  

JESSE: One theme is there is just a lot of misinformation and miseducation. […] 

So we are trying to be educational, truthful, and informational.  
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FRANK: I think if we do our job right and showcase what a great sport it is, then 

there will be a lot more interest in the rodeo industry. In that regard, we are going 

to have to be much more transparent- on how the event operates, to scoring, 

explaining the event to people and give them an understanding and they will 

become bigger fans 

 

Traditional media. Television, radio, and word-of-mouth are all communication 

channels used to communicate to the audiences in the rodeo world.  

ANNIE: [Our primary audience is our] listeners and viewers on our rural radio 

and TV channels.  

 

WILL: The contestants would be my primary target, I would say the best way to 

get ahold of them, you would think social media, but it’s not. Rodeo still has that 

bit of vintage to it, so the word-of-mouth is the best form of communication.  

 

 Influencer communication. Many of the respondents discussed using people 

with a prominent social media following to communicate with their audience, utilizing 

people both inside and outside of the sport.  

ANNIE: One thing I am looking into is influencer marketing, by getting people, 

like Fallon Taylor, who already have a large social media following to work with 

us. We are actually doing it right now with Tyson Durfey, Sage Kimzey, and 

Trevor Brazile. They are using their presence to push ticket sales.  

 

JESSE: We plan to create new collaborations to connect the sport to new 

audiences. If you remember at the World Finals we had a famous UFC announcer 

cover the event, he has a huge social media following, he is a celebrity in his own 

right, so when he puts on social media that he is excited to go to the event, that is 

gold for us.  

 

New audiences. Through communication efforts, rodeo organizations are trying 

to make the sport become more mainstream. One way to do this is to expose new 

audiences to rodeo. One participant said that getting the sport in front of new outlets has 

been crucial in reaching audiences.   

JESSE: Look at (large event center) we brought in Vogue and GQ and they both 

did write-ups and great stories on the sport, so you are reaching a whole new 

audience. These are publications that might not give [rodeo] a second thought, 

until they meet [the athletes] and it is just counterintuitive to their impression of 
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what a cowboy is. […] Check [the sport] out, sample it, come to an event, and 

then maybe you can turn them into a fan. […] Show them how it works, explain 

the scoring, put them in the chutes, let them watch the incredible athleticism of 

these riders. […] The bulls are athletes, the riders are athletes, so we are trying to 

educate across the board on all of those things to debunk deep-held beliefs and 

stereotypes about [rodeo].  

 

RO3. Describe the aspects associated with crises in rodeo.   

 Crises in rodeo, like many other events, are unpredictable events. From the 

participant interviews, five themes were identified to address crisis communication in 

rodeo: (1) preparation and planning, (2) crisis management and (3) the different 

categories of crises.  

 Preparation and Planning. When asked to describe their communication efforts, 

the participants indicated their planning varied depending on what that crisis is. To 

handle the situational aspect of crises, the practitioners put emphasis on communication.  

FRANK: We do have a plan that if something happens during the rodeo, this is 

what you are going to do. Of course, you have to be flexible. You’re not going to 

be able to foresee every potential disaster, but you have a plan in place on how the 

communication channel goes. […] The key is communication with those people.  

 

JESSE: No two crises are exactly alike, but if you’ve got the chain of command, 

the communications tree, who do you call, and how do you communicate with 

various constituents- you have to communicate to all these audiences. So we are 

not in crisis mode but we are starting to communicate with riders and stock 

contractors, and everybody in the sport, and it is those principles that you put into 

crisis communication in the sport and preparation.  

 

LUCILLE: It has never been to the point where we don’t know what to do; it is 

always flexible.  

 

JESSE: The key is the communication tree […] there needs to be rapid 

communications aligned with information gathering and figuring out the audience 

and constituents. You need to communicate rapidly, clearly, and consistently. 

 

WILL: There is a protocol for just about any situation that you can come up with. 
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KITTY: Rodeo is wild. It’s hard to say “if this happens, this is how we are going 

to handle it” because the “if” and “it” are always different. […] If you are really 

talking about a problem, you have to decide if you want to delete a post, or issue 

an apology, or go dark for a while.  

 The participants agreed that planning is a key part of crisis management in rodeo. 

Every organization represented in the sample has some sort of crisis management plan in 

place. Some are extremely detailed and thorough, while others “could be expanded on” 

(Annie). Having a plan in place makes the communication during crises run smoothly. 

Much of the situational aspects of crises in rodeo go hand-in-hand with the planning and 

preparation aspect.  

ANNIE: We always have to anticipate something happening on the grounds that 

you don’t expect. I always say “plan for the worst, but hope for the best.”  

 

BELLE: We [plan everything]. We go fifteen years out, I mean as far as we 

possibly can, to figure out “what if this happens” or “what if this happens” and we 

have committees made up [to plan] what to do.  

 

FRANK: What is equally important, not to diminish the impact of a crisis, but 

what your plan is. […] In a crisis, people want to know that there is a plan, and it 

is working. So you need to know that there is someone in charge, there is a plan, 

and it is working. Let’s troubleshoot what we think could happen, and then make 

a plan for it and pray that we never have to use that plan. But, sticking your head 

in the sand is not an option, thinking it will never happen, because unfortunately 

today crises do happen on a regular basis. There is no way to prevent the crisis, 

but there is a way to minimize it.  

 

JESSE: I think it is really important with crisis communication, the preparation 

and groundwork, and thinking ahead of time. So, when something does happen, 

you’re prepared. 

 

 Another aspect of this theme was seen a lot when discussing planning for a crisis, 

was the thought that the practitioners never want to have to put that plan into action.  

They commonly said that it was a worst case scenario to have to put that crisis 

management plan into place. Also, multiple interviewees said ignoring a potential crisis is 

not an option, because that will create a larger one.  
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JESSE: I think it is the same with the head injury issue, if we were to sit on our 

hands and sweep it under the rug, then maybe someday it could become a crisis.  

 

 Crisis management. Many of the participants mentioned a type of crisis in rodeo 

would be their brand or organization coming under scrutiny or attack. This potential 

event motivated them to create crisis communication management plans.  

KITTY: I would say that [a crisis would be] if our brand is under attack. […] 

When you are under crisis management, you have to go and underline brand 

items, and explain “this is who we are, and this is why.” But also, there is a time 

to be silent.  

  

JESSE: A crisis is when your reputation is harmed, your customers are leaving, 

you’re losing sales, or your brand is eroding. It is tough once you get into that 

mode, but you have to deal with it.   

 

 Part of crisis management, was consistency internally and externally. Many of the 

participants said it is important to have consistent messages, both internally and 

externally, in the event of a crisis.  

JESSE: You need to figure out who is going to communicate, who is in charge, 

and who is on point, because you definitely don’t want, in any crisis situation, 

people making things up as they go along or going off script. The reason why you 

are segmenting things up is because you need to be communicating rapidly, 

clearly and consistently in terms of what the messages are, and what people need 

to know and the information that you need to provide them in any crisis situation.  

 

 Communication is a crucial when an organization is going through the process of 

creating a plan to handle a crisis. The practitioners agreed their organizations need to be 

on the same page if a crisis arose, and they determined who the information is coming 

from to keep the consistency throughout the organization.  

KITTY: Nobody just goes off on their own, or makes comments to the press, or 

takes interviews, they are all filtered through one source. You want everyone 

saying the same thing, and that may become repetitive, but if you all say the same 

thing, that is what the message is going to be the message of it.  
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 Different categories of crises.  Through the researcher’s previous experience and 

a review of the literature, four categories of crises in rodeo were identified: athlete issues, 

animal issues, organizational management issues, and event management issues. These 

categories were presented to the interviewees for their feedback. Most said all crises they 

can think of in rodeo would fit within those four categories. However, a few of them did 

add or take out certain ones.  

JESSE: I think you could group animal issues and athlete issues together, we 

categorize them both as athletes.  

 

FRANK: I agree with animal issues and athlete issues. The organizational 

management and event management issues seem to overlap quite a bit, so they 

could be grouped together. I would add a category, known as the “Black Swan” or 

the event that happens very randomly that you won’t have a detailed, 20-page 

plan to deal with it […] It is an event that the chance of it happening is 1 in a 

million. Unfortunately, I think another area that has to be considered is human 

issues that creates a whole new category, with terrorism and active shooters, and 

things of that nature.   

Frank was not the only participant that mentioned human issues, Jesse also 

mentioned that “we are in the age of terrorism” and the safety of the event-goers is a high 

priority. He suggested that should be added as another category for crisis preparation.  

RO4. Recognize how communication about rodeo might evolve.  

 The fourth and final research objective was to attempt to understand the future of 

rodeo communications. This posed as a difficult question for many of the practitioners. 

The themes that arose during the interviews were (1) the unknown of technology, (2) 

moving to direct communication, (3) traditional media sources, and (4) adaptation.  

 The unknown of technology. A large portion of the interview responses 

determined that since communication has changed so much, it is hard to determine what 

the next communication platform will be.  
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JESSE: It is hard to predict where things are going, with my last point about 

social media, I can’t imagine things becoming more rapid than they already are. 

When framing, from a crisis communication standpoint, there is not a whole lot of 

time to wait and sit back and form messages, things are breaking so quickly 

because of social media. I can’t see it getting much faster than that, that is hard to 

predict. What might change is what the next technology will be. […] What is the 

platform of tomorrow?  

 

BELLE: I can’t tell you. I don’t know what the next big thing is going to be, 

because five years ago, I couldn’t tell you social media was going to be the next 

big thing 

 

Moving to direct communication. One prediction for future communication 

efforts was more direct communication between the organization and the consumer or 

fan, through social media and online streaming. Will said rodeo is a considerably 

“marketable sport” and getting it directly to the consumer is a goal of many of the 

organizations, while some worry that it could be detrimental to their event. 

WILL: The marketing mind or production mind on my end, would like to see it 

move a little more towards social media because you can reach so many more 

people so much faster, and it is cheaper.  

 

LUCILLE: Honestly, I think that everything is moving to online communication 

as it has been.  

 

KITTY: I think the future won’t be on television. The more that TV changes, 

moving from network to things like AppleTV where there is live-streaming, it is 

going to be more on demand and more digital. I think everything is moving to 

digital, and I think that is a big change in communication. I think fans expect 

more access behind the scenes.  

 

JESSE: We are introducing an over-the-top network that will be a subscription 

only application where fans will pay $6.99 a month and they will have access to 

live-stream events.  

 

ANNIE: We need to spend more on digital space, because the people that know 

us and love us are going to continue, we need to gain a younger demographic. [..] 

I think social media is really important to get the message out, especially to 

younger viewers, or to people who are cord cutters but are still interested in what 

the brand has to say, or they watch it on the computer instead of TV.  
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 During the interview, Frank mentioned that social media may have an adverse 

effect on the television networks that air rodeo. The direct live-streaming aspect could 

lead to rights issues if people broadcast their experiences.  

FRANK: Who is to stop someone from live-streaming our entire event, 

that we spent a lot of money producing, and capturing our audience. We 

encourage people to record and share the fun that they are having, but it 

could become an issue if someone big enough wants to broadcast the 

entire event, and all of a sudden 100 thousand people are watching that 

livestream.  

 

 Traditional media sources. Although many of the practitioners mentioned the 

advance to social media, there was an opinion that the organizations will still have some 

focus on traditional media outlets, such as newspapers, television, and radio. Some of the 

practitioners mentioned this is based on the tradition associated with rodeo.  

ANNIE: We will definitely stay in those traditional areas, such as television and 

radio.  

 

WILL: I would say that 95% of the rodeo world is scared of change, I mean so 

scared of it. I think it will stay more traditional as long as we are afraid of change.  

 

 Adaptation. The interviewees all mentioned that they have adapted their 

communication efforts to match what is popular amongst consumers, such as social 

media. Many stated that they will continue that adaptation in the future, to use the most 

popular communication platforms.  

BELLE: I think whatever happens, [we are] going to adapt to it, because we will 

have to. 

JESSE: So what will be the platform of tomorrow? We will always embrace any 

communications platform that enables you to get your message out.  
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Conclusions & Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the communications efforts in the sport 

of rodeo and how crises are handled. With so many risks associated with the sport 

(Pearson & Haney, 1999) there is a high possibility a crisis could occur. The study aimed 

to figure out how rodeo organizations handle these potential crisis, which can determine 

the survival of the sport in the future.  

The participants in this study represented different demographics based on 

gender, age, geographic location, and time spent in the rodeo world. Four of the seven 

participants were female. All of the participants were selected based on their employment 

in a communications role within a rodeo organization, through purposive sampling 

(Creswell, 2013). All of the participants served as primary communications personnel 

within their respective organizations, which meant they were responsible for marketing 

strategies, public relations, creating content, building relationships, and managing 

different aspects of communication. Three of the participants held executive positions 

within their organization and were responsible for a much broader range of obligations, 

including overseeing the marketing and communications efforts.  

The study aimed to explore the communication efforts as well the role of crisis 

communication in the sport of rodeo. Table 4.1 summarizes the themes identified with 

each of the research objectives in this qualitative study.   
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Table 4.1 

Summary of Themes Identified for Each Research Objectives 

Research Objective Identified Themes 

RO1 Describe how rodeo and communication 

about the sport have evolved. 

1. Tradition in a 

contemporary world  

2. Changes in technology  

3. Evolution of the athlete  

RO2 Explore how rodeo communication 

practitioners reach their audiences. 

1. Facebook  

2. Traditional media 

3. Influencer 

communication 

4. New audiences 

RO3 Describe the aspects associated with crises in 

the rodeo world.  

1. Preparation & planning  

2. Crisis management  

3. Different categories of 

crises 

RO4 Recognize how communication about rodeo 

may evolve.  

1. The unknown of 

technology 

2. Moving to direct 

communication  

3. Traditional media sources 

4. Adaptation 

 

 The first research objective set out to determine how the sport or rodeo and 

communication about it has evolved over time. The sport began as a competition between 

ranch hands, and has turned into one of the fastest growing sports in the United States 

(Pearson & Haney, 1999). The results concluded there is still a sense of tradition in all 

aspects of rodeo, the sport itself to the communication efforts involved in it. While there 

is still a sense of traditions, at the same time there is a sense of new-age adaptation. There 

have been rule changes in the sport to fit a more mainstream medium. The 

communication has evolved from solely using traditional media, to using many different 

communication outlets.     

 The results of the study indicated that the changes in technology have had a major 

effect on the communication efforts in the sport. The practitioners stated social media is 
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the newest form of communication in the sport. Reporters used to have to come to an 

event to create a story over it to get out to the public, whereas now, content can be shared 

directly from the organization to get their information to the public. Participants 

mentioned they use social media platforms to reach their audience. The changes in 

technology have played a key role in modernizing the communication involved in the 

sport of rodeo.  

 A major evolution in the sport has been the athlete, himself. The traditional rodeo 

athlete has long been associated with a grungy, cowboy such as the Marlboro Man 

(Meyers & Laurent, 2010), but the interviews determined that competitors are now 

holistic, athletes. This change has helped the sport grow more rapidly, because it is 

considered a true, athletic competition (Pearson & Haney, 1999).  

 The second research objective set out to determine how the practitioners reach 

their audiences. All of the practitioners interviewed in this study, agreed their 

organizations all have an established social media presence. The practitioners mentioned 

the importance of using these online platforms to communicate about the rodeo industry. 

The study has identified Facebook as the most important social media platform used 

within the sport. The practitioners believe that Facebook is the platform that their 

audience uses the most, because it can be considered one of the most traditional forms of 

social media. The fan base of rodeo has an older demographic (Daneshvary, Schwer, & 

Rickman, 1993), and the practitioners attribute Facebook’s popularity to that trait.  

 Many rodeo athletes have a large social media following themselves. The 

practitioners mentioned they could use those people to advance their communication. The 

athletes mentioned during the interviews (Fallon Taylor, Tyson Durfey, Sage Kimzey, 
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and Trevor Brazile) all have a large social media following. Table 4.2 gives the specific 

Facebook follower counts for each athlete referenced in the study. Practitioners 

mentioned these athletes because they each have a very large fan base following. The 

organizations could use athletes such as these to communicate to their audience because 

the athletes have large followings. Tapping into this already existing audience would 

benefit the rodeo organizations.   

Table 4.2  

Mentioned Athletes’ Facebook Following as of March 15, 2018 

Athlete Number of Facebook Followers 

Fallon Taylor 131K 

Tyson Durfey 431K 

Sage Kimzey   34K 

Trevor Brazile    91K 

 *Note: Follower numbers collected from each person’s Facebook page. 

 The study found the practitioners want to reach new audiences. Some mentioned 

bringing in outlets that have not traditionally covered the sport to interest new groups of 

people. The sport has to become interesting to a more mainstream audience in order to 

attract the interest of those not already engaged in the sport. Practitioners also mentioned 

their social media presence helps them in that feat.  

 The purpose of the third research objective was to understand the aspects of crisis 

communication in the sport. Each practitioner addressed crisis communication in detail, 

however crisis is a difficult subject for rodeo practitioners to discuss (Pearson & Haney, 

1999). Based on the study’s findings, the situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) 

is an appropriate way for rodeo organizations to handle issues they face because they 

address each crisis on an individual basis as the theory states (Coombs, 2015). The study 

strengthens the idea that preparing for crises is the most important part of crisis 

communication (Coombs & Holladay, 2002).  
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All the organizations have a plan in place to prepare for any crisis that might 

occur. Participants in the interview said their organizations create crisis management 

plans years in advance. A major part of crisis management that the respondents placed 

emphasis on was communication, both internally and externally. The results indicated the 

message coming from the organization to the public must be consistent, so 

communicating internally is crucial, to keep all of the content coming from them the 

same.  

  The results from the study reaffirmed the categories of crises within the sport the 

researcher created prior to the research from previous experiences. The predetermined 

categories before the interviews were animal issues, athlete issues, organizational 

management issues, and event management issues. The practitioners agreed with the 

predetermined categories, while adding a few, such as human caused issues to cover any 

other crises that they may face as a rodeo organization.   

 The final research objective set out to predict where communications in the sport 

of rodeo is going in the future. It was the most difficult objective for the interviewees to 

answer, as they did not know what the next communications outlet would be. Many of 

them did not see social media being as prominent as it is when it first came out, so the 

question that arose from was “what will the next communications platform be?” There 

was a consensus that, it does not matter what the next communication platform will be, 

the organizations involved in the sport will adapt and use it. Adaptation is the only way 

the sport can become relevant to the public.  

 The responses the practitioners gave revealed that consumers are moving to 

watching content from direct sources. Streaming sources are becoming more popular 
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among the public. The practitioners believe that this will play a role in the future of 

communications in the sport. This could be positive for the sport, because they will be 

able to broadcast directly to their audience, without having to go through a television 

network. Although, that could also be a negative aspect because the public, themselves, 

have the capability to stream rodeos, which could affect the revenue that the organization 

would have made through their own direct communication.  

 From the study, results indicated that traditional media will continue to play a role 

in rodeo communications. The tradition of the sport (Pearson & Haney, 1999) still plays a 

role in the communications. The sport is attempting to become more mainstream, but the 

practitioners think that the traditional media, such as television, radio, and newspapers, 

will continue to be used in rodeo communication.  

 This study has provided a deeper insight into how the communications within the 

sport work and how they will need to adapt to our changing society. The findings of the 

study will be beneficial in the future of the sport and the communications involved in it. 

The aspect of crisis communication is vital for the survival of the sport, as there are 

critics of it (Sine, 1996). With traditions such as the Ringling Brothers and Barnum and 

Bailey’s circus coming to an end due to criticism, it is important for rodeo to maintain a 

positive reputation and that is a direct effect of communication.   

Limitations and Recommendations 

 From some of the interviews, it was determined that crisis is a difficult topic for 

many communication practitioners in rodeo to address, making it a limitation of the 

study. Additional research should focus more directly on crisis communication in the 

sport, practitioners were very open to discussing the sport, but when the questioning 
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guide moved into the crisis section, the responses were much more limited. This 

limitation was seen in the initial recruitment stage when the communications practitioners 

were contacted for participation in the study. Some of the potential interviewees declined 

to participate because they did not want to discuss the possibility of crises in the sport.  

Rodeo is a sport with an inherent risk involved with it (Pearson & Haney, 1999) so crises 

are considered inevitable, and the participants in the study reaffirmed that there is a 

potential for crises to arise.  

 Future studies need to be carried out to illustrate how rodeo organizations have 

handled crises in the past. Understanding the past could directly affect the future of crisis 

communication in the sport of rodeo. A possible content analysis of past crises could, 

potentially, indicate how the practitioners will handle future, potential crises (Coombs, 

2004). 

 Further research should explore the future of communications in the sport. The 

participants speculated as to what could happen for the sport’s communication efforts in 

the future, but more concrete research needs to be done. The findings of the study suggest 

the organizations will need to keep up-to-date with the communications channels popular 

amongst the public. Additional research in this area would determine what those changes 

may need to be. Practitioners will need to be able to adapt to changing audience media 

habits and available communication platforms. These adjustments will ensure the 

organizations remain relevant with current audiences and potentially appeal to a broader 

audience. Additionally, the use of influencer marketing could be beneficial to 

practitioners as a means of research their strategic communication goals. Many of the 

athletes have a large social media following, which could grow the potential audience 
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related rodeo organization have. The communications practitioners should educate the 

athletes on how to use social media effectively and professionally as a means to 

communicate with the public.  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 The primary purpose of the current study was to evaluate the communication 

efforts involved in the sport of rodeo. This thesis was comprised of three complimentary 

research studies that explored different aspects of communication in rodeo. These papers 

each had a distinct purpose within the overall setting of the study. The specific purpose 

and research objectives were as follows: 

Monitoring Social Media Conversation during the 2017 National Finals Rodeo 

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to describe the social media activity during the 

2017 National Finals Rodeo. 

RO1: Determine the social media reach and the proportion of content on each 

platform.  

RO2: Compare the social media reach and volume of social media content  

produced.   

RO3: Describe the top trending themes of the social media conversation and the  

associated topic momentum.  

RO4: Describe key influencers in the social media conversation. 

Understanding the Sentiment Associated with Social Media and News Generated 

Content 

Purpose: Explore the sentiment of content of social media, Facebook and Twitter, and 

news content from December 1, 2017 to January 1, 2018. 

RO1: Identify the top sources of social media content posted. 

RO2: Identify the overall sentiment of social media content. 
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RO3. Identify the top sources of news generated content.  

RO4: Identify the overall sentiment of news generated content. 

RO5.  Compare media exposure for social media content and news generated 

content.  

Exploring the Communication Efforts in the Sport of Rodeo: Qualitative Interviews 

with Communications Practitioners  

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to explore the role of communication efforts in 

the sport of rodeo.  

RO1: Describe how communication about rodeo has evolved.  

RO2: Explore how rodeo communication practitioners reach their audience.  

RO3: Describe the communication aspects associated with crises in the rodeo 

world.   

RO4: Recognize how communication about rodeo might evolve.    

Conclusions & Implications 

 Each of the three studies provided unique insight into different aspects of the 

communication efforts involved in the sport of rodeo. The conclusions from each of the 

three studies were condensed into the following overarching conclusions.      

Monitoring Social Media Activity during the 2017 National Finals Rodeo 

This study set out to understand the social media use surrounding the 2017 

National Finals Rodeo. By using the social media monitoring system Meltwater, the 

researcher got a “big picture” view of the social media activity around the event. “Reach” 

is defined in the study as how many people were exposed to the content. Over the month-

long period, the data collected by Meltwater had a cumulative potential reach of over 1.9 
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billion online viewers from Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube content. From 

the data, Facebook was the social media platform with the highest reach throughout the 

NFR with 144,540,900 potential viewers, so Facebook appears to be a rodeo 

organization’s best tool to communicate with the public.  

 The study aimed to determine the top trending themes on social media during the 

NFR based on what people were posting. The themes seen in social media conversation 

around the NFR were all related to the sport of rodeo or to the event itself. The trending 

themes were identified by how many times they were mentioned, or appeared, on social 

media. Meltwater recognized the top 10 trending themes during the time period; the total 

mentions for the top 10 trending themes was 5,507 mentions. “National Finals Rodeo” 

was the top trending theme and appeared in 66.8% of the top 10 trending themes 

mentions. Las Vegas was the host city of the event so it is understandable that “Las 

Vegas” was also a trending theme in the social media conversation. The remaining 

trending themes all related to the sport of rodeo or the television broadcast of the event. 

From the top trending themes, Meltwater determined the theme with the top momentum 

was “rodeo” and “National Finals Rodeo” because the terms had the highest percentage 

of mention growth during the period. 

The top influencers on social media during the event were rodeo publications and 

rural news stations, as well as the personal account of Shada Brazile. Brazile was the only 

personal athlete account considered a top influencer, and her account posted 7.7% of the 

top 10 influencers’ posts. It was odd that the sanctioning organization, the PRCA, or the 

event’s social media accounts were not on the list of top influencers, demonstrating the 

need for the organization to be more present on social media.   
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Understanding the Sentiment Associated with Social Media and News Generated 

Content  

 The purpose of this study was to explore the sentiment surrounding the NFR and 

the sport of rodeo in general. Meltwater was able to collect 10,494 pieces of content, 

comprised of social media and news generated content, with the amount of social media 

content being much higher than the news generated content. Social media content 

accounted for 90.7% of the content collected. The results indicated most of the content, 

both social media and news generated, was generally neutral or positive in sentiment.  

 With the popularity of rodeo on the rise (Pearson & Haney, 1999), it is important 

that there is positive sentiment associated with the sport because it implied the growth 

can be attributed to the positive public opinion of the sport. The limited amount of 

negative sentiment found in the content strengthened the implication that there is a 

positive attitude associated with the sport. The success of an organization is based on it 

having a good reputation (Liu, 2012), and the sentiment associated with an organization 

directly influences the reputation (Hornikx & Hendriks, 2015). This finding implies the 

NFR has a good reputation based on the positive sentiment associated with it. The result 

that there was limited content—both in the user generated content on social media and 

the news generated content—with negative sentiment demonstrated the 2017 NFR had a 

good reputation with those who were talking about it. 

 From Meltwater’s sentiment analysis, the social media data collected had either 

neutral or positive sentiment attributed with it. This is reassuring for the rodeo industry 

because the sentiment of social media content provides an indication of broader public 

opinion about the sport. The results revealed there was a much smaller amount of news 
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generated content collected than social media content. Although this was the case, the 

sentiment of the news generated content mirrored the sentiment of the social media 

content with most of the content having a neutral or positive sentiment.   

Exploring the Communication Efforts in the Sport of Rodeo: Qualitative Interviews 

with Communications Practitioners 

The purpose of this study was to describe communication efforts in the sport of 

rodeo. It also studied crisis communication in the sport. The results of the study indicated 

technology has changed communication efforts within the industry. Social media 

platforms are the new tools of communication to reach their audience members while 

also connecting to a younger demographic. All the organizations had a social media 

presence and identified Facebook as the most important platform they used. The 

participants discussed the rise of social media and its importance to their organizations 

when it comes to communicating within the rodeo industry. Because social media 

platforms are the most popular communication channels for the public, they can be used 

to the organization’s advantage. 

 When discussing the crisis communication efforts, the practitioners described 

their efforts closely in line with the tenets of the situational crisis communication theory 

(SCCT). This theory is applicable because rodeo organizations handle each potential 

crisis differently. The study recognized preparation and planning was the most important 

part of crisis communication. Each organization had a plan for any possible issues that 

could happen that was based on consistent communication within the organization and to 

the public. The study found the organizations created a crisis management plan because 
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they cannot prevent a crisis from happening, but they can minimize the effect it has 

through effective preparation. planning how to handle it.  

 The researcher created categories of potential crises in the sport of rodeo based on 

previous experiences and prior knowledge – animal issues, athlete issues, organizational 

management issues, and event management issues. The practitioners’ responses 

supported the pre-determined categories, affirming that most possible crises in rodeo fit 

into those categories. Some of the interviewees added a category for human caused issues 

such as terrorism. 

Recommendations 

Using the social media monitoring system, Meltwater, was useful in obtaining an 

overview for the conversation about the 2017 NFR. It could be beneficial to use the 

program over a longer period of time. If a rodeo organization can understand the 

conversation surrounding the sport, it could determine what types of content to create and 

post and the attitudes the public has toward this content.  

From the study’s findings, social media tools are vital for communication efforts 

about rodeo. Rodeo organizations need to know how to engage their audience, and the 

results prove support the use of social media to accomplish that. In the social media 

monitoring study, it was odd that the sanctioning organization of the NFR, the PRCA, or 

the NFR were not on the list of top influencers. This finding is important because it 

demonstrated the need for the organization to be more present on social media if it wants 

to remain relevant with the audience.  

Future research could be carried out to explore social media content surrounding a 

crisis. In March 2018, there was a crisis that arose during a large-scale rodeo that began 
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on social media. It would be beneficial to study the social media activity and 

conversation surrounding an incident like that because it could provide insight on how to 

handle similar incidents in the future. Monitoring social media and other forms of media 

content during a crisis could provide crucial information for the communications 

practitioners on how to handle potential crises in the future. The information from a study 

around a crisis could be actively used in the industry for crisis communication plans in 

the future.  

This study was a unique in its approach to researching a variety of communication 

efforts about rodeo. Monitoring the conversation can help in them determine what to 

discuss through different communication platforms. Future studies need to be carried out 

to determine engagement on social media and news content, there is a large reach of the 

content, but Meltwater does not provide information about comments, likes, or shares of 

the content. Understanding how to encourage engagement is crucial for an organization 

to create appealing content, which could potentially lead to positive outcomes such as 

improved brand reputation and increased sales at rodeo events. By maintaining a positive 

reputation and using various communication techniques, the sport might avoid the same 

fate as the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus.   

The communication practitioners interviewed in this study said educating the 

public about the sport is crucial because it will provide the transparency the public 

demands of such a controversial sport. The media can also help provide that transparency 

so it is important for the industry to create a positive working relationship with media 

outlets. The results from the study show that there is a positive relationship with 

traditional rodeo media outlets, such as periodicals related to the sport, because they are 
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included in the top sources of content. However, creating relationships with new sources 

could help the sport gain popularity with new audiences. 
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Appendix B: Recruitment Letter 

 

Email Address 

 

Subject: Understanding Communication in Rodeo 

 

Dear ________________: 

 

As someone who is in a communications position within the rodeo industry, you work in 

a unique role to advocate for the sport and its athletes while also addressing any crises 

that might impact the profession. 

 

Because of this expertise and experience, we are interested in learning your perspective 

on how you communicate about rodeo and how your organization uses communication 

efforts before, during, and after crises.  

 

In order to gain a better understanding of your organization’s communication process, 

both in and out of the arena, we would like to ask you to participate in a 30-minute 

interview. With your permission, the interview will be tape-recorded to facilitate 

collection of information, and later transcribed for analysis.  

 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary, and you are free to end your 

participation at any time. When reporting any of the gathered information, your name 

will not be used; a pseudonym will be assigned, and we will not reference your 

organization by name. 

 

We are conducting these interviews with several others who are in roles such as yourself.  

This research effort is part of my master’s thesis research to better understand how the 

rodeo industry addresses crisis situations. 

 

If you are interested in participating in this research effort, please respond to this email 

with a date and time that best fits your schedule along with a phone number in which we 

may contact you to conduct the interview. If you have any time available during the 

upcoming National Finals Rodeo, I would be available to conduct the interview in 

person. As said, this interview is completely voluntary, there will be no payment or 

compensation for your participation.  

 

For questions about your rights as subjects or about injuries caused by this research, 

please contact the Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice President for 

Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 by mail or by phone at (806) 

742-2064. 

 

Should you have any questions or comments about the study, please contact Lauren 

Giuliani or Dr. Courtney Meyers at 806-834-7036 or 806-834-4364. We can also be 

reached via email at lauren.giuliani@ttu.edu or courtney.meyers@ttu.edu. Thank you in 

advance for your cooperation.  
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Sincerely,  

Lauren Giuliani      Courtney Meyers  

Research Assistant     Associate Professor   

Agricultural Communications    Agricultural Education & 

Communications
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Appendix C: Interview Questioning Guide 

Introduction:  

Thank you for agreeing to visit with me regarding how you communicate about rodeo 

and how your organization uses communication efforts before, during, and after crises.  

 

Your participation will provide insight and help others who are addressing similar topics. 

This is also part of my thesis research for my master’s degree. 

 

The interview should take around 30 minutes. Your participation is completely voluntary 

so you can choose to stop the interview or skip any question, Additionally, I would like to 

remind you that I would like to digitally record our conversation. Is that okay with you?   

 

Great, let’s get started.  

 

Background Questions 

1. Tell me a little bit about yourself, and your position within (respective 

organization).  

2. How long have you been involved in the rodeo industry?  

3. What changes have you seen during that time?  

a. Prompt, if necessary: Is it still based on the sport or has it transitioned to 

an entertainment spectacle? 

4. What changes have you seen in the sport?  

a. Prompt, if necessary: such as those dealing with animal welfare, protests, 

safety changes, internal procedures or rule changes 

 

Communication Efforts 

1. How long have you been in a communications role in the industry? 

a. What changes in communication efforts have you experienced in the 

industry over time? 

b. How has (respective organization)’s communication had to change or 

adapt over time?  

2. In regard to your communication efforts, who are your primary audience 

segments? 

a. How do your communication efforts vary to reach those audience groups? 
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b. What communication channels do you use the most to reach audience 

members? 

c. What are your communication goals regarding these audience groups? 

d. How do you encourage audience engagement with your information? 

 

Dealing with Crises 

I am now going to ask you more questions about prior crises that impact the sport of 

rodeo. To help us get started… 

1. What is your definition of “crisis” in the sport of rodeo? 

a. What are potential areas of crisis in rodeo? 

2. What is the most common crisis you prepare for or face during a rodeo? 

a. What steps do you have in place in terms of communication efforts in such 

a situation? 

3. What other crises have you or (respective organization) ever had to deal with? 

a. What happened? 

b. What did you have to do in terms of communication? 

c. How did this vary from what you did in other situations? 

4. Through my research, I have found most crises in rodeo can be categorized into 

four areas: Animal issues, Athlete issues, Organization management issues, and 

Event management issues 

a. What is your reaction to these classifications?  

b. Can you think of examples that fit these areas? 

c. Am I overlooking a category? If so, what might that be? 

5. Does (respective organization) have a plan in place to combat or deal with a crisis 

if one was to arise? 

a. If yes, 

i. Is it a written plan?  

ii. How was it developed?  

iii. Has it been adopted easily throughout the organization?  

iv. How prepared do you feel to use it if a crisis ever arose?  

v. Has your crisis communication plan changed over time? 
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b. If not, 

i.  Have you ever considered creating one?  

ii. What challenges have you encountered in trying to do so? 

Concluding questions 

1. How do you see communication efforts within the rodeo industry changing in the 

future? 

2. Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 

Thank you so much for your time. Your participation is greatly appreciated 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


