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Review

All of a
Twitter

Twitter is the latest online
phenomenon to hit the
headlines. In the first few
weeks of 2009 alone, the
“micro-blogging” site’s
membership has risen
threefold to nearly six
million and many celebrities
have been using it. Here,
Clare Heal investigates
the digital networking fad

SMALLER WORLD: Barack Obama and Stephen Fry use Twitter to keep communication channels open
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f someone mentioned
“tweeting”, what would
spring to mind? A nestful
of newborn chicks or
something called
micro-blogging?
Tweeting is what one does on
Twitter, a website that has
become the latest online social
networking phenomenon to go
mainstream.
Its home page asks one question:
what are you doing? Once you’ve
signed up you can provide an
answer of 140 characters or less (a
little shorter than a text message)
as often as you like. You can also
follow anyone’s updates you like
and anyone can follow you.
Just as Facebook reached
critical mass around two years
ago, the past few months have
been definitive for Twitter. In the
first six weeks of 2009, sign-ons
have tripled and the site now has
nearly six million users, 70 per
cent of whom access it via iPhones
and other mobile devices.
Twitter has also been receiving a
lot of attention recently as several
celebrities have started using it to
communicate with their fans.
Jonathan Ross kept us updated
on his activities while suspended
from the BBC (“Smoking a Cohiba
and watching Sex And The City
season six. Suspension is fun,” was
one particularly smug example).
Stephen Fry has always been an
enthusiastic exponent of all things
digital and tweets several times a
day to his followers (nearly 200,000
of them), recently describing, in
real time, how he was stuck in a
lift (above). “Hell’s teeth. We could
be here for hours. Arse, poo
and widdle,” was the national
treasure’s comment.
John Cleese, Ashton Kutcher,
Chris Moyles and Eighties rapper
MC Hammer are also users.
Yet where did the site come from
and why has it suddenly gained
in popularity?
Twitter was founded in March
2006 by three Silicon Valley
whizz kids, Jack Dorsey, Biz Stone
and Evan Williams, as part of
Williams’s podcast company Odeo.
It has been gradually gaining in

popularity ever since, making its
creators the current golden boys of
the digital community. It hosts no
advertising and makes no revenue,
but is rumoured to have been
valued by venture capitalists at
$250 million (about £174 million).
Dorsey, Stone and Williams have
hinted that they have plans for
making it profitable but are yet to
reveal what they are. Some have
speculated that they will do more
than plaster Twitter in banner ads,
perhaps using it as a kind of bank
for micro-loans between users, or
else providing special channels
to businesses wishing to keep
customers informed of their deals.
It’s obvious why celebrities like
Twitter; its non-reciprocal nature
(you aren’t obliged to follow
someone who follows you) makes
it ideal for them to foster a sense
of connection with their fans
without having to get too close.
Barack Obama made good use
of it during his presidential
campaign – it fitted in perfectly
with his policies of grassroots
campaigning and inclusivity – but
what do mere mortals get out of it?
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of things,
apparently. For
some, it’s just a way of passing the
slow time that exists between
getting to the office and going
home. The constant inanity of
these type of posts can be a little
tiring (does anyone really care
that their friends have just had
a cup of coffee/are on a train that
is slightly delayed/will be at the
Big Bar tonight from 8.30?) but
there are more serious sides to
Twitter, too.
It allows for a link to a website
so is a good way to build up traffic
whether for a business, a band’s
MySpace page or detailed
descriptions of 9/11 conspiracy
theories but has also become
a powerful tool in breaking and
following news stories.
The first picture of the US
Airways Flight 1549, which

recently crash landed in New
York’s Hudson River, was not from
any mainstream news media but
from a witness who uploaded to
Twitter’s picture feed via her
mobile phone.
The Red Cross uses it to keep
abreast of happenings in disaster
areas, witnesses to the Mumbai
attacks were tweeting up to
16 times a second, informing the
world of what was going on, and
a study published last May
revealed that social networking
sites, including Twitter, were more
effective than both government
emergency services and
traditional media when it came to
getting out information during
emergencies such as the Virginia
Tech shooting of April 2007.
With all the mobile access
to the site, it is part of the very
21st-century phenomenon of being
almost constantly in touch with
the world.
Faris Yakob, chief technology
strategist at advertising agency
McCann Erickson in New York and
all-round “Digital Ninja” says: “I
find Twitter fascinating because it
allows new kinds of conversations
in real time. It means you can ask
a question and people will fire the
answer back in seconds.”
He speculates that Twitter
appears to be pushing up Dunbar’s
Number, the theoretical limit to
the number of people with whom
one can maintain a group
relationship. “It definitely makes
you feel more connected, even in
this hyperconnected world,” says
Yakob, who was involved in
organising the New York gathering
for Twestival, a worldwide festival
in aid of charity: water, which
provides clean drinking water
to developing countries.
“This kind of collective action
seems much more possible when
you have this continual partial
presence of the people you interact
with on Twitter,” he says.
Communication in the virtual
world can lead to interaction in
the physical one, too. So if you’re
not on Twitter yet then it poses
the inevitable question: what are
you doing?
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