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t’s January, which means only one thing to football fans: 
the Super Bowl is right around the corner.  Few fans will 
be watching these final games of the season as closely 
as Jeff Weiner. Known as The Social Media Coach, the 

28-year-old New York native helps professional football players 
build relationships with their fans through Facebook and Twitter. 
He hosts a live show called “4 Quarters with the Social Media 
Coach” on Ustream and frequently engages followers in discus-
sions about current issues related to sports and social media. 
He even has a core group of devoted fans known as The SMC 
Wolf Pack. Weiner’s mission is simple: “I want to motivate and 
inspire anyone who’s willing to listen on how they can better utilize 
social media both personally and professionally”.Having worked 
with high-profile sports agents for years, Weiner determined 
when striking out on his own in 2009 that he wanted to focus on 
a niche and that niche was going to be social media. In just two 
years he’s attracted a client base of fifteen pro football players 
including James Harrison and LaMarr Woodley of the Pittsburgh 
Steelers, DeAngelo Williams of the Carolina Panthers, Ben Tate of 
the Houston Texans, Eddie Royal of the Denver Broncos, Devin 
McCourty of the New England Patriots and Jason McCourty of 
the Tennessee Titans.

Of those clients, Woodley and Harrison have especially 
embraced social media. Harrison was voted both Baddest Dude 
in the NFL and Meanest Player in the NFL in polls run by ESPN’s 
SportsNation and Sports Illustrated last Fall. Despite that hardcore 
image, he has a growing following on Facebook and Twitter, where 
he can regularly be found chatting with fans and sharing personal 

details of his life such as the latest hunting trip he took or his 
favorite TV shows, Family Guy and American Dad.

Woodley has made clever use of Tout, a video status update 
service, when reaching out to fans. When ESPN reported in 
October that he had suffered an injured hamstring and was not 
going to play in an important upcoming game, Woodley posted 
a Tout of himself saying, “Don’t count me out!” directly from the 
massage table in the Steelers’ training room. Several Pittsburgh 
diehards, encouraged by his Tout, recorded video replies wishing 
him both a speedy recovery and a happy birthday. Of the fans’ 
supportive messages, Woodley says, “You really appreciate fans 
doing something like that when you’re injured.” 

While the conversations flow freely most of the time, like all 
NFL players Woodley is barred from using social media before and 
after games in which he plays and he finds that restriction frustrat-
ing. Says Woodley, “You’ve got somebody like the commissioner 
who says you can’t tweet ninety minutes before or after the game. 
How can you control the network that you don’t own? How can 
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you tell someone you can’t tweet ninety minutes before the game 
or I’m going to fine you? Do you own Twitter? That’s like telling me 
I can’t go somewhere before the game or I’m going to fine you. 
Even after the game you should be able to tweet what you want 
to tweet. That’s just like saying you can’t do an interview with 
anybody else besides the people in the locker room. If you have a 
problem with that, report your story earlier. Everybody in the world 
has Twitter.” 

Woodley’s social media coach offers a shrewd assessment of 
the economic factors at play in the NFL’s decision to limit players’ 
ability to use social media before and after games. “I believe the 
reason is two-fold”. Weiner asserts. “The NFL is a big money 
business and has very strong relationships with its media partners, 
such as ESPN. They know social media is taking over, but they 
want to give the mainstream media the proper opportunity to 
access the most timely and exclusive news from the players and 
deliver it to the fans in a structured manner.” If a player tweets 
about the music he’s listening to five minutes before game time, 
for example, that could call his commitment to the game into 
question in some fans’ minds, and that’s something the NFL wants 
to avoid at all costs.

The league is clearly trying to harness social media’s growing 
influence among football fans. The NFL boasts in excess of four 
million likes on Facebook and enjoys nearly 2.5 million followers 
on Twitter. Weiner has noticed an increase in NFL social media 
engagement over the past year, particularly on the part of certain 
teams. “Three teams are doing it better than anybody else”, he 
says. “The Steelers, the Cowboys and the Jets. The metrics show 
it: the Cowboys are #1 in likes and the Steelers are #2. By Twitter 
followers, the Jets are #1 and the Steelers are #2”.

The NFL Players Association has also been using social media 
to connect with fans. When professional football was under the 
threat of a potential lockout, the NFLPA posted a Super Bowl 
commercial called “Let Us Play” on YouTube in an appeal for 
public support. Although the NFLPA’s social media following 

is modest compared to that of the NFL at just 10,561 likes on 
Facebook and 26,213 followers on Twitter, the Players Association 
uses a broad range of channels to get its message out. Says 
Mike Donnelly, Manager of New Media, “The NFLPA continues 
to use several social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook, 
YouTube, Ustream and others. We especially recognize the value 
and reach of Twitter because that’s where most of our audience 
can be found. Players want fans to see their personality and view 
them as real people. Some players like to tweet about their daily 
activities or football or charitable causes that they support, while 
others like to really interact with their fans by striking up dialogue 
and learning more about their fans and their viewpoints on things 
other than football.”

The NFLPA has also offered a free app for iOS devices called 
NFL Pro Tweets to football fans since 2009. NFL Pro Tweets 
allows fans to follow what NFL players are saying on Twitter and 
it also does double duty as a full Twitter client. Although the app 
originally wouldn’t load any tweets when I tested it on my iPhone, 
a subsequent update delivered the promised functionality and I 
was soon able to load tweets from players like Ron Gronkowski 
of the New England Patriots. However, it also showed @replies in 
addition to regular posts, cluttering the feed. Sometimes tapping 
to load more tweets just resulted in refreshing the current page of 
tweets before me, making it a bit difficult to navigate. According to 
Donnelly, the NFLPA hasn’t yet decided on whether or not they’re 

going to develop 
NFL Pro Tweets 
further just yet, so 
it’s unclear as to 
whether or not any 
additional improve-
ments to the app will 
be forthcoming.  

Former NFL 
players Jeb Terry and 
Ryan Nece recently 
released an inno-
vative app for iOS 
and Android devices 
called Gridiron 
Grunts, which is 
likely to be of interest 
to die-hard football 
fans. In a fashion 
somewhat similar to 
Tout but audio-only 

for now, a player can record a grunt, a 30-second clip of himself, 
commenting on his recent game-winning touchdown or telling 
his fans how he’s spending his day off. Fans subscribing to the 
player’s channel will get a push notification that a new grunt was 
just posted by one of their favorite players. They can then grunt a 
response to the player or to an entire group of fans, known as a 
huddle in Gridiron Grunts. 

“They know social media 
is taking over. They want 
to give the mainstream 
media the proper 
opportunity to access 
the most important and 
exclusive news from the 
players for the fans.”
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When asked how the idea for Gridiron Grunts first came about, 
Co-Founder and CEO Jeb Terry explains, “After the game, in-
terviews happen immediately. Reporters might take your audio 
content and post it without your control”. But in Gridiron Grunts, 
the players “get to decide what they want their fans to hear, what 
they want their brand to be. Our athletes get misinterpreted in 
the news, on Twitter, and on Facebook”. But when fans hear an 
audio clip directly from the source, he adds, they “understand as 
a listener what the person’s saying in their voice. It’s hard to mis-
interpret that”. 

The bigger the huddle the more interesting the conversations, 
so fans have the option of inviting their Facebook friends to join 
them in Gridiron Grunts. Players occasionally run giveaways within 
the application as well. Green Bay Packers Wide Receiver Randall 
Cobb conducted a contest in Gridiron Grunts that he also promoted 
on Twitter, offering a jersey to the fan that successfully predicted 
his all-purpose yards for the game. Such promotions have been 

well received by fans 
seeking to get closer 
to the players they 
follow. 

Super Bowl XLVII

Social media is 
expected to play a 
starring role in Super 
Bowl XLVII. When 
asked how the NFL 
planned to use social 
media during the 
Super Bowl, their VP 
of Communications 
Brian McCarthy said 
the league was not 
yet prepared to talk 
about its plans for the 
big event. However, 

the players association anticipates potentially doing another 
Ustream broadcast of their Players Party on the red carpet as they 
did last year, taking questions from fans via the #nflplayersparty 
hashtag on Twitter. Mike Donnelly adds, “We’re also looking into 
possibly setting up a social media station on the red carpet so 
players and celebrities can answer questions from fans on the 
spot using various social platforms. During our annual press con-
ference at the Super Bowl, we may even take a few Twitter or 
Facebook questions from bloggers and media.”It wouldn’t be 
the Super Bowl without commercials, of course, and marketing 
professionals will be tracking football fans’ reaction to the ads 
that air throughout the game as part of the Brand Bowl. Started 
by marketing and social media PR firms Mullen and Radian6 in 

partnership with The Boston Globe two years ago, the Brand Bowl 
looks at fans’ reactions to Super Bowl commercials on Twitter in 
terms of buzz as calculated by total number of tweets and by sen-
timent, whether positive or negative. While Green Bay emerged 
victorious over Pittsburgh in last year’s Super Bowl XLVI, Chrysler 
took the Brand Bowl trophy thanks to its “Born of Fire” commer-
cial starring Eminem, which later won an Emmy Award. 

As captivating as the commercials are, everyone’s main point 
of focus will of course be on the game itself. While the AFC and 
NFC champions are preparing to do battle on a cold February 
night in Indianapolis, social media sites will be buzzing with antici-
pation. This year more than ever, fans will have a variety of ways 
to plug into the experience and share the game directly both with 
their favorite athletes and each other. Whether grunting, Touting 
or tweeting, the players will no doubt be sharing their reactions to 
the most exciting moments of Super Bowl XLVII in return, just not 
during the social media blackout window of ninet0 minutes before 
and after the game, of course. Wherever you find yourself after the 
kickoff, we’ll see you online.

Rose de Fremery is a diehard Red Sox fan living in a sea of Yankees. You 
can find her on Twitter at @RosedeFremery. 
 
To keep up with Jeff Weiner, “like” his page at Facebook.com/
TheSocialMCoach.

“Whether grunting, 
Touting or tweeting, 
the players will no 
doubt be sharing 
their reactions to 
the most exciting 
moments of Super 
Bowl XLVII”


