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Social media rules are hazy;
Players want more leeway, less punishment
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When Washington Redskins linebacker Keenan Robinson heard the Miami Dolphins had fined one of their players for
tweeting critical comments about openly gay player Michael Sam, he questioned whether the First Amendment still
applied to NFL players.

Robinson said he was not surprised defensive back Don Jones was fined an undisclosed amount in spring 2014 but it
made him think about how much leeway NFL players had in using social media.

"They got fined, and that's that person's freedom of speech that they're exercising. So things like that, I don't think they
should be fined," Robinson told USA TODAY Sports. "Just try not to say that. Don't fine them and take their money.
That's their livelihood; they're feeding their family with that."

The league gives individual teams the authority to develop social media guidelines for players and employees. The
guidelines should address four points, according to a statement from NFL spokesman Brian McCarthy. The league says
statements on social media should be professional, accurate and consistent with the NFL's and club's mission values
and should not reveal game strategy, injury information or personal information about a player.

The guidelines also say statements containing obscenities, criticisms of officials, opposing players, owners, coaches or
fans or threatening comments are subject to discipline. However, the amount of possible fines is never mentioned. And
though it has been proved players can criticize each other through social media without consequence, some teams are
asking players to refrain from voicing out on current issues.

The ambiguity has resulted in some players feeling there should be more leeway and less punishment when using social
media.

"We don't always know when we're saying something bad; we don't always know when we're saying something good.
So the league should give us a warning," Robinson said. "When something happens that they think shouldn't be said,
give us a warning, don't just fine us."

The Redskins media team held a meeting on social media with players, Robinson said, and the players were told,
"You're never right, no matter what, when it comes to politics, race or religion."

Robinson doesn't agree.
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"There are times where it's better for us to say something than hold our tongue," Robinson said. "Especially if it's
something where justice needs to be served or something needs to be done or changed or we can have an impact to
make a change. Those things can and should be done. The Baltimore (protest) is one."

Teams' guidelines vary

NFL Players Association spokesman George Atallah said the union had no objection as long as social media policy
was consistent with the collective bargaining agreement. Even if a team asked a player to stay clear of social issues, he
said, players need not fear punishment.

"The player can take it under advisement and do whatever he wants," Atallah said. "If the player wants to engage in
social issues and it doesn't violate a certain policy, there's nothing wrong with that.

"A good thing is for players to have educated opinions on issues that are happening beyond the field as long as they
understand some of the impact that it can have."

The guidelines of social media could differ depending on where you play, according to Redskins wide receiver Pierre
Garcon. He told USA TODAY Sports he had to be more cautious about what he tweeted than when he played for the
Indianapolis Colts.

"They don't want you to tweet about certain stuff," Garcon said of the Redskins. "At the end of the day it's up to you,
but you don't want to get into an argument match about religion, politics, race. Now it's the new thing with gays. You
always want to stay away from those things, but obviously if you hit send you have to deal with it."

He is also cautious when tweeting at players from other teams.

Last season, when Seattle Seahawks cornerback Richard Sherman said Garcon "didn't matter in this league," Garcon
tweeted the quote, "Silence is the best reply to a fool."

But the NFL is a league fueled by competition. Though one of the league's guidelines says players should refrain from
criticizing each other, players are rarely fined for jawing at other players through Twitter. Garcon said he refrained out
of fear of stepping over the blurry line and facing disciplinary action.

"There is no, 'Hey, you can't curse on Twitter.' (It's not) direct," Garcon said. "It's conduct detrimental to the team.
Whatever they perceive as detrimental to the team, that's what they can fine for you for."

Agent Bradley Cicala of Terra Firma Sports Management monitors potential clients' Twitter accounts when they're in
college. When they enter the league, he warns of how ill-advised social media usage can hurt a player's marketability or
result in disciplinary action.

"There's no determination point; there's no line in the sand," Cicala said. "It's not like if you take a breathalyzer over .08
you are not legal to drive."

Coaches get involved

It's not just the Redskins who are actively having conversations about what players can or should say. San Francisco
49ers coach Jim Tomsula recently said he would be advising his players on how to conduct themselves on Twitter,
Facebook and Instagram. According to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, the St. Louis Rams have partnered with a newly
launched company, Social Media Sports Management, to educate players on how to responsibly use social media.

First-year New York Jets coach Todd Bowles also said he would hold meetings on social media use.

"It's a player's prerogative," Bowles said. "What they have to understand (is) if the coach isn't happy doing certain

Page 2
Social media rules are hazy; Players want more leeway, less punishment USA TODAY July 9, 2015 Thursday



things they are going to have to cut it short."

Bowles' comments came after Jets cornerback Antonio Cromartie engaged in Twitter banter with former Jets tight end
Kellen Winslow II. "Guys have to understand there's a fine line between things that affect the team and things that
don't," Bowles said.

That line might have gotten finer after the NFL recently posted a new job opening for a director of digital forensic
investigations, a position that will have an emphasis on investigating evidence related to social media, computers,
telephones and mobile devices.

This is just the new age of the NFL, Baltimore Ravens defensive lineman Chris Canty said. The 12-year veteran said
social media posed risks he didn't have to worry about when he came into the league.

"You have to understand you're under a magnifying glass. Everybody has the opportunity to see what you're posting on
social media, so you have to be really responsible of what you're putting out there," Canty said. "The position that we're
in, the climate that we're in, it's a zero-tolerance policy for nonsense."

Canty said the discipline process on social media was something the league definitely had made clear but added players
should be given a little room to express themselves.

"It's important for guys to have that freedom of speech, but you have to understand the responsibility that comes with
it," he said.

For players struggling to understand what that responsibility entails, Canty said they should hear what former Virginia
coach Al Groh told him when Canty entered the league.

"When in doubt, don't," Canty said.
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