
Factors that Might Incerase the Music Sales During an MTV Award Show by Kyrstin Wallach —  65  

A Content Analysis of Twitter Use:  
Factors That Might Increase Music Sales During an Award Show? 

Kyrstin Wallach* 
Broadcast Journalism and Economics double major 

Elon University 

Abstract
Can Twitter be used in marketing an artist’s music during award shows? To answer this question, 

the author examined four artists at the 2013 MTV VMAs—Robin Thicke, Justin Timberlake, Drake, and 
Kanye West--who experienced a peak of references on Twitter during the show. Based on a content 
analysis of the tweets and secondary research, the study found that tweets converged toward the same 
topics, supporting Social Influence Network Theory. This study also found that the director’s filming 
directions during the award show might also influence the trends on social media during the show.

I. Introduction
Social media has transformed the way fans interact with their favorite celebrities as well as among 

one another during award shows. Celebrities now actively tweet before, during, and after award shows as a 
means of communicating with their fans. Likewise, fans often tend to tweet when their favorite artists perform 
or win an award at the show. 

Each year MTV hosts the Video Music Awards (VMAs) during the fall. This award show is one of the 
biggest productions put on by MTV for the year. The award shows are widely popular in terms of having a 
social media presence on websites, such as Twitter. According to Time Magazine, 10.1 million people viewed 
the VMAs this year (Rothman, 2013). Social Guide reported that social media users sent 18,495,883 tweets 
about the VMAs on the night of the award show (Graver, 2013).

The content circulating on social media sites appear to be very influenced by the award show. Sub-
sequently, the artists who performed at the show also experienced an increase in sales of their music on the 
day of the award and thereafter. MTV reported that Justin Timberlake saw a 1,876 percent increase in Ama-
zon and iTunes sales of his music on the day of the VMAs in comparison to the day prior to the award show. 
Similarly, Lady Gaga saw a 112 percent increase in sales for her song “Applause,” which she performed at 
the award show. Other artists who performed at the VMAs also experienced an increase in the sales of their 
music on the award day and thereafter in comparison to prior days (Rothman, 2013).

This paper tried to investigate the relationship between viewers’ tweet activities about artists and 
increases to their music sales. 
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II. Theories
According to Friedkin’s Social Influence Network Theory, people have an influence on one another’s 

thoughts and behaviors in a network (Prell, 2012). This social psychology theory seeks to reflect a dynamic of 
change that may occur in people as they form and share opinions. It proposes that people “alter their original 
opinions or behaviors to the group ‘norm’” they follow (Prell, 2012, p. 63). This paper can employ this theory 
because social media enables people to publicly communicate their opinions and to weigh the popularity of 
other opinions shared in the same space. If an artist’s music is talked about on social media or trending on 
Twitter, then other people will become exposed to that music and listen to it or watch the video since it is 
popular among their peers. Thus, this theory can be employed to check whether social media can be a 
marketing tool for an artist’s music when TV viewers tweet about the performance during an award show.

Uses and Gratifications Theory is also applicable to the analysis of tweets promot-ing pop music 
artists. This is an audience-based theory that can be used to help explain how consumers – in this case
TV viewers – respond to entertainment programming actively via Twitter to satisfy their needs (Rosenberry &
Vicker, 2009). More to the point, this theory assists in examining the behavior that fans exhibit as they ‘voice’ 
their opinions about a performance, the music itself, or simply the phenomena involved with the artist on 
stage. This subsequently causes more people to learn of the artists’ performances during an award show, 
since their peers also may be discussing the same event via social media.

Uses and Gratification provides a lens from a brand-marketing standpoint, through which to examine 
how audience members, as they engage as concurrent viewers and commentators, can have effects on the 
popular successes of the artists and their music. 

III. Literature Review
Cunningham (2006) specifically analyzes the MTV VMAs to see how audience engagement with 

programming influences the effectiveness of advertising during an award show. That study differs from the 
author’s current research, which examines the impact of Twitter activities on the perception of artists on the 
show and the subsequent sale of their music on the day of the show. In this regard, this paper analyzes a 
different aspect of engagement in terms of marketing artists and their music, rather than advertising a 
product or brand. Cunningham’s study analyzes the forms in which the viewer is engaged; these include the 
social context, the multi-platform context, and the emotional context of audience engagement. But the 
techniques used in the study can be applied to this author’s study, which focuses on the analysis of social 
media engagement in relation to effective marketing techniques for an artist.

In analyzing how social media markets to consumers, the role of television in relation to Twitter is 
important. Multi-tasking is now the norm for people when doing activities such as watching television (Har-
rington, Highfield, & Bruns, 2013). A common form of multi-tasking while watching television is social media 
usage. Many television shows have taken full advantage of the social media distraction by integrating the use 
of social media within their programming. For instance, some television shows now ask their viewers to tweet 
about the shows or to use specific hashtags that represent the show they are watching. One study analyzed 
the role of social media with the medium of television (Harrington, Highfield, & Bruns, 2013). The researchers 
acknowledged that social media, such as Twitter, does not necessarily take away from other media, but rather 
social media often serves as a complement for media such as television (Harrington, Highfield, & Bruns, 
2013). This integration of social media and television is sometimes referred to by the term “social TV” (Proulx 
& Shepatin, 2012). In their book, Proulx and Shepatin further expanded on the benefits of social media as a 
complement to television because the two combined provide a more personalized experience for viewers. 

Learmonth (2009) analyzes the campaign tactics of President Obama during his initial campaign for 
his first presidency. President Obama’s strategy from the very beginning of his presidential campaign focused 
on social media to have a large digital media presence (Learmonth, 2009). This tactic resulted in unprece-
dented rewards for the Obama campaign through its digital media efforts (Learmonth, 2009). This example of 
brand marketing through social media can be applied in other areas outside of political campaigns. Therefore, 
this study took an approach to analyzing social media as a marketing tool for a person as a “brand.” Along 
the line of this concept of branding a person, artists may employ social media in establishing attention for 
themselves and their music as a brand. 
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Similar to the Learmonth’s (2009) study, Greet and Ferguson (2011) found that news personalities 
use social media as a means to communicate with their audiences. Based on Uses and Gratifications Theory, 
Greer and Ferguson (2011) analyzed the motivations, communications, and role of Twitter in the news context 
through news personalities’ engagement with viewers. Based on this theory, Perrilliat (2012) measured a vari-
ety of gratification items in order to assess the use of Twitter and examined how beneficial Twitter is for music 
fans and consumers. She observed that social networking websites, such as Twitter, have transformed into 
major outlets for the online consumption of music. 

Social media is a major necessity for marketing to consumers. It connects brands with the consum-
ers and establishes a direct line of communication between the brand and its consumers (Long, 2012). 
Long also took into consideration the effects of a lack of communication for a brand. For instance, the 
research analyzed the engagement of BP with consumers via social media during the 2010 Gulf oil spill. 
The lack of communication on the part of BP with its consumers negatively influenced the public opinion of 
BP (Long, 2012). This concept is directly applicable to other subjects, such as whether the engagement with 
consumers influences the success of the brand. 

Expanding on the concept of “social TV,” Hill & Benton (n.d.) determined the value TV networks 
gained by using social media content in relation to their shows. The study identified a value that social media 
content brings to television shows because online posts via social media increased the “word of mouth” effect. 
This study also found a high correlation between social media content and television show-related sales. The 
authors examined the sales effect of viewer engagement with television programming through their analysis 
of tweets during the television show, The Voice, and the resulting iTunes rankings and sales data. 

When the author developed the coding scheme for this paper, she looked at another study that used 
four categories to classify the type of content of the tweets that viewers posted while watching television pro-
gramming: attention, emotion, information, and opinion (Wohn & Na, 2011). Their study suggests that social 
media is enabling “group viewing,” in which people can interact about television programming without being in 
the same room.

Following the MTV VMAs, the social media usage during the show was a major topic of discussion, 
and numerous articles were published reporting the tweets per minute and percentage increases in music 
sales for each artist. Rothman (2013) reported the percentage increases in sales for each of the artists fol-
lowing their performances. This article, in addition to MTV’s website, provided the sales data needed for this 
paper.

Based on literature review, this study tried to answer the following questions:
RQ1: Could Social Network Theory be applied to Twitter, especially during the MTV Video 

Music Awards?
RQ2: Does the quantity of social media engagement among viewers during a televised award show 

lead to the sales increases for the artists who performed at the show? 
RQ3: Does the perception of artists have impact on the sales of their music? 

IV. Methods
TV viewers posted their tweets during MTV Video Music Award Show on August 25, 2013. First, the 

author found four artists1 who saw the largest Twitter peaks of tweets per minute (TPM): Miley Cyrus/Robin 
Thicke with 306,100 TPM , Justin Timberlake with 219,800 TPM, Drake with 194,500 TPM, and Kanye West 
181,200 TPM (Graver, 2013). Since the author could not analyze all tweets about these artists, she created a 
sample of 850 tweets that reflected the ratio of each artist’s TPM. Among 850 tweets, 289 are related to Robin 
Thicke; 207 to Justin Timberlake; 183 to Drake; and 171 to Kanye West. In the search field of the Twitter 
homepage, the author wrote keywords, such as #VMA and the four artists’ name, and selected all 850 tweets 
among those that were posted only when these artists were on the stage.

 This study tried to categorize all tweets and find the most common categories; the study also tried to 

1 Taylor Swift got the 4th highest TPM, but it was based on her acceptance speech for an award, not a song 
she sang. Since the author wanted to focus on the artists who performed and the sales of music based on the 
performance, she was not included.
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find the top categories from tweets about each of the four artists. It also checked whether each tweet is posi-
tive or negative toward the artist. A positive tweet was assigned 1 point of the perception score; a negative 
one, -1 point; a neutral one, 0 point. The positive or negative perception scores and TPM of each artist were 
compared with the sales increase of their music.

V. Findings

Common categories of tweets
Analysis of the sample revealed the 10 most common categories: (see Table 1). To ensure a level 

of coding objectivity, a second coder examined 85 of the tweets, or 10% of the total. The additional coder 
was in agreement with approximately 99 percent of the tweets coded in the analysis.

Table 1: 10 Common Categories for the Tweets

Categories of tweets about individual artists
After determining the 10 most popular categories, the author reanalyzed tweets by artist to see what 

kinds of tweets were issued about each artist. 
Kanye West
Top categories of tweets about Kanye West were quality; past actions and behavior; and relation-

ships. There was a common negative sentiment among the tweeters that West’s performance was "auto-
tuned" because tweeters thought that his voice was manipulated electronically for the song. Furthermore, the 
people tweeting about Kanye West discussed aspects of his past, such as the 2009 VMA incident where 
West interrupted Taylor Swift’s acceptance speech for her award for video of the year. Many tweets asserted 
that Swift should interrupt West’s performance. Additionally, the tweets discussed how bizarre it was that 
West was in the dark during his performance as well as other current things in his life, such as his newborn 
baby, North West, and his relationship with the Kardashian family. Another topic of controversy within the 
tweets about West was the title of his new album, “Yeezus.” (Refer to selected tweets about West in Table 2 
on next page.)

Robin Thicke / Miley Cyrus
The tweets about Robin Thicke often included Miley Cyrus as well. The tweets about Robin Thicke 

emphasized some celebrities’ or viewers’ reactions to aspects of the artist’s performance, such as costumes 
or dance moves. The other common categories for tweets about Robin Thicke’s include behavior onstage and 
past relationships. 

One of the most common trends discussed on Twitter was Robin Thicke’s and Miley Cyrus’ behavior 
on stage and their costume choices. Thicke was often compared to Beetle Juice, and Cyrus’s wardrobe was 
criticized for being risqué and similar to the girls in Thicke’s controversial music video for “Blurred Lines.” Also, 

Common Categories for Tweets
1. Quality of the artist’s performance
2. Expectations for the performance
3. Relationships the artist previously had or currently has
4. Aspects of the artist’s past (including actions and behaviors)
5. The behavior the artist exhibits while performing
6. Use of song names and lyrics
7. Visual features of the performance (such as costumes or set design)
8. Comparison of the artist to other performers
9. Direct messages to the artist
10. Reactions to the performance from both celebrities and viewers
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Table 2: Sample of Tweets Written About Kanye West

Sample of Tweets about Kanye West
-No no no auto tuned #kanye. Why must you torture us with the faux singing. Just rap. #vmas 
#YouAreNotARockStar
-Hold up Kanye. Imma let you finish, but Selena has some of the best auto tune of all time. #VMAs
-So, we’re not allowed to see Kanye while he performs anymore? Cool. #VMAs
-Oh heyyyy auto tune!!! @taylorswift13 go interrupt Kanye. Nobody would be mad I promise! 
#vmas
-I hope Kanye West brings out his baby and just holds her up like Lion King. #VMAs” Lmao that 
would be #Epic 

tweeters offered more of a negative sentiment for Cyrus, rather than Thicke, for “messing up” Thicke’s song 
as well as her inappropriate dancing. Her behavior was heavily criticized since Thicke is married and quite a 
bit older. Hence, the tweets about Thicke and Cyrus feature the common categories of reactions, behavior 
of the artist while onstage, visual features of the performance and relationships. because the tweets often 
referred to predictions of the reactions of Robin Thicke’s wife and Miley Cyrus’ dad to the performance. 

Another common trend for their performance was tweets that simply listed Robin Thicke and Miley 
Cyrus’ names along with the hashtags for their song names, “We Can’t Stop” and “Blurred Lines.” Addition-
ally, there was a trend in which people asked others for their thoughts on the performance. Therefore, Robin 
Thicke and Miley Cyrus’ performance was more engaging in the interaction among tweeters while they were 
watching the award show. (Refer to several tweets about Thicke in Table 3.)

Table 3: Sample of Tweets written about Robin Thicke

Samples of Tweets written about Robin Thicke 
–If you say Beetle Juice three times Robin Thicke will appear #vmas #blurredlines #mtv @MTV
–Miley is dressed like a girl from the Blurred Lines video and Robin Thicke is dressed like Beetle-
juice. #VMAs
–Why in hell is Robin Thicke letting Miley Cyrus sing with him messing up Blurred Lines. #VMAs

Justin Timberlake
The top categories of tweets about Justin Timberlake were quality; expectations and reactions during 

his performance2; and audience relating to the artist/artist’s Past. 
Tweets about Timberlake had a heavy emphasis on the quality of his performance, which was 

expected since he had the most positive of all the Twitter content. Many people wrote that his performance 
was “the best of the night.” People also used other social media, such as Instagram and Vine in order to 
document their reactions to the performance within the tweets. There was a major trend in the expectation of 
the ‘NSYNC performance. 

There were many tweets about the audience relating to the artist as well as the artist’s past because 
people were imagining ‘NSYNC performing as “reliving their past.” The audience related to Timberlake on that 
level because ‘NSYNC was a large part of the audience’s past, through their being fans of the band, but also 
‘NSYNC was a major part of Timberlake’s past. So there is a relationship of the audience relating to Timber-
lake and ‘NSYNC in this regard. (Refer to Table 4 for a sample of tweets about Justin Timberlake.)

Timberlake received the most positive responses. Tweets about him focused in the category of the 
quality of his performance. Additionally, they tended to discuss the hype and expectation of ‘NSYNC 
performing with Timberlake’s at the award show. This received a lot of positive feedback and showed a lot of 
support for Timberlake as an artist and for his music. Additionally, it reflected the huge popularity for ‘NSYNC 
among the VMAs audience base. 

2 Many tweets had an element of both expectations and reactions.
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Table 4: Sample of Tweets written about Justin Timberlake

Sample of Tweets written about Justin Timberlake
-@jtimberlake Totally blown away and memorized! Been loving him since way back!!! #VMAs 
#NSYNC #obsessed 
-Anticipation is killing me right now @jtimberlake #NSYNC #VMAs #wherearethey
-Our dreams came true! It’s #NSYNC reunited with @jtimberlake on stage at the #VMAs!
-Hey #VMAs you can pack up and end the night. Nothing can top that. #JustinTimberlake 
#NSYNC

 Drake 
The top three categories of tweets about Drake were reactions; aspects of the artist’s past; and previ-

ous relationships.
A notable number of tweets about Drake referenced the reactions of other celebrities attending the 

award show. This emphasized the two categories of previous relationships and reactions to the performance. 
Many people acknowledged within their tweets that when Rihanna was shown on TV during Drake’s per-
formance that she was giving him “disapproving” and “uninterested” glances. The footage also brought the 
reactions of the Smith family to the forefront of the tweeters’ attention. Many people suggested that Will Smith 
and Jaden Smith appeared to be fans of Drake’s. Finally, another common trend in the tweets about Drake 
addressed how he started out acting on the television show “Degrassi.” This references the category of the 
artist’s past. Drake’s song, “Started From The Bottom,” stirred some negative tweets because the tweeters felt 
as though Drake did not “start from the bottom” since he was on a very popular television show as a kid. 

As can be seen in the sample below, Rihanna’s reaction was a popular trend on twitter. These tweets 
focusing on Rihanna most commonly fell into both the reactions category as well as relationships category as 
some of them referenced Rihanna and Drake’s previous relationship. In comparison to the other artists, both 
Timberlake and Drake had the most references to their past. (Refer to Table 5 for a sample of tweets about 
Drake.)

As for Drake, references in tweets discussed both his and Kanye West’s performances, even though 
this category of comparison of the artist to other performers did not make the top three categories for Drake. 
Both Drake and West moved their arms a lot during their performances, and viewers tweeted about this 
aspect of the artists’ choreography. They did not look upon it too favorably. However, there was still a lot of 
support for Drake in comparison with West and Thicke’s performances. 

Table 5: Same of Tweets written about Drake

Sample of Tweets about Drake
-Why does Rihanna come to these things? She always looks bored #britney #jt #drake #vmas pic.
twitter.com/YmuK90Rgvf
-Rihanna not impressed #Drake #VMAs
-Dude. You were in a boy-band and were on Degrassi. You’ve never even looked at the bottom. 
#drake #VMAs
Why do I keep seeing Wheel chair Jimmy? #vmas #degrassi #drake

Comparison of TPM with music sales
These artists all saw a high peak of tweets per minute during their performances as well as immedi-

ate sales increases for their music. Justin Timberlake’s performance featuring ‘NSYNC had approximately 
219,800 tweets per minute and a 1,876 percentage increase in sales on the day of broadcast over the previ-
ous day. The statistics on the others’ performances are shown in Table 6.  Additionally, Miley Cyrus’ album 
jumped to the number five slot on iTunes for pre-ordered albums since her album wasn’t due to come out until 
October. Since there was not data available for the percentage increase in sales of Cyrus’ music following her 
performance, this study focuses on Robin Thicke in the analysis of the tweets during Thicke and Cyrus’ per-
formance. Robin Thicke’s “Blurred Lines” follow-up single, “Give It 2 U” had a 306 percent increase in sales, 
and his album “Blurred Lines” experienced a 30 percent in sales.
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For Kanye West’s tweets per minute of 181,200, he saw a very large increase in sales following his 
performance. His “Blood on the Leaves” single increased in sales by 1,187 percent, and his album “Yeezus” 
had a 139 percent increase in sales. Drake’s performance had about 194,500 tweets per minute, and he 
saw a 281 percent increase in sales for his single, “Started From the Bottom,” following his performance.

Table 6: Total tweets per minute and percentage increases in sales by artist
Artist Tweets Per Minute* Percentage Increase 

in Sales**
Robin Thicke 306,100 306 % 
Justin Timberlake 219,800 1,876 %
Drake 194,500 281% 
Kanye West 181,200 1,187%

Note. * Data from Graver (2013).
**Amazon and iTunes sales on the day of the broadcast versus the day before (Rothman, 2013) 

VI. Analysis and Conclusions

There were many common tweets with the same wording and content. The same pattern was shown 
among retweets, favorites and hashtags. These seem to support Social Influence Network theory since peo-
ple picked up on common content trends and contributed to these trends by tweeting similarly worded tweets 
as well as retweeting popular tweets about the artists.

According to Uses and Gratifications Theory, audience members engaged in the award show as 
concurrent viewers and commentators. Even though they posted tweets or retweets, the amounts of tweet 
activities they were involved in were not translated into increases in music sales for the artists who performed 
at the show, as shown in Figure 1. 

With the category of celebrity reactions, which was a notable trend in tweets about Drake, it was in-
ferred that the director influences the circulating social media content during the award show. Through the di-
rector’s selection of shots in the filming of the show, the director brings aspects of the show to the forefront of 
the viewers’ attention. This includes celebrity reactions, such as Rihanna’s reaction to Drake’s performance. 

The best perception score on average was 1 point if an artist had all positive tweets with each tweet
having a score of 1. The worst possible score, with all negative tweets, would be a score of -1 point. Justin
Timberlake had the maximum score from tweets about him since all of his tweets had positive connotations.
Robin Thicke received the lowest score of the four performances and received a negative score (see Table 
7).

Comparison of Perception Scores with music sales

Table 7: Positive/Negative Perception Score for Each Artist

Artist Scores

Robin Thicke -0.47
Justin Timberlake 1
Drake 0.08
Kanye West -0.42

The social media content written about the artist has some relationship with the music sales. 
Interestingly, the two artists who had the highest percentage increase in sales, Timberlake and West, had the 
category of quality ranking in their top categories—due to the positive aspects of quality for Timberlake and 
the negative aspects for West. The category of quality did not even rank in the top categories for both Robin 
Thicke’s performance and Drake’s performance, and their sales increase in music paled in comparison with 
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This study found that Friedkin’s Social Influence Network Theory can be applied to marketing the 
artist, not Uses and Gratification Theory. The music sales of the artist are somewhat related to Twitter 
followers’ perception of the artists. The limitations of this study include a small sample of tweets selected for 
analysis. The four artists selected for this analysis had hundreds of thousands of tweets per minute during 
their performance, but this sample contains only 850 tweets. Additionally, there are other factors that might 
have influenced the increases in sales, such as the radio or the music awards show itself. How much their 
performance was played following the show might have an impact on the sales. The show itself might also 
have a big impact on the sales, regardless of whether people tweeted about it or not. Also further studies 
should be done to check whether music sales increases were really influenced by the Twitter posters who had 
a favorable perception of the artist versus other types of viewers who had a negative perception or who did 
not post tweets at all. 
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that of Justin Timberlake and Kanye West. This suggests that people also consider other factors beyond the 
quality of the performance when purchasing artists’ music. 
 Timberlake saw 1,876 percent of increase during the award day in comparison to the previous day. In 
the case of Kanye West, the sales increase reached 1,187% despite his low perception score of -0.42. From 
these findings, it was determined that negative content through social media may not necessarily hinder an 
artist’s sales of music, as can be seen by West’s results. This establishes the notion that negative social me-
dia content may be better than no social media content from media-active consumers. Conversely, in cases 
like Justin Timberlake’s positive content via social media may substantially help an artist’s sales in music.

 Kanye West’s results contradict the expectation of a positive relationship between the perception 
scores and percentage increases in sales. Although West had the second largest increase in sales, the content 
analysis showed a strong negative sentiment among the tweets written about him. West scored the second 
lowest score in his perception score. Therefore, from the content analysis, it may not be concluded that the 
content within the tweets directly contributes to the increase in sales since West’s results reflect otherwise.  
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