Social Media Tutorial: Twitter 101

What is Twitter?

Twitter is a free social networking and micro-blogging service that enables its users to send and read messages known as “tweets.” Tweets are text-based, SMS (short-messaging service) posts of up to 140 characters displayed on the author's profile page and delivered to the author's subscribers who are known as “followers.”  In short, Twitter is like Facebook, except it is simpler, less complicated and easer to use.  When you follow (subscribe to) someone, their tweets (messages) are posted in your Twitter timeline (homepage).  In order for them to see your tweets, they have to follow you.  Most importantly, Twitter is what you make of it!  The saying, “What you get out of it is based on what you put into it,” totally rings true for Twitter. 
Why is it important?

Twitter (and social media, in general) is important because it gives us real-time news and industry information, as well as direct access to people you will benefit from “meeting.”  In short, it’s all about building relationships with others in your industry or with those who share your common interests.  

Twitter is based around the question “What are you doing?”  However, many industry specific professionals use Twitter for business and post Tweets based on what’s new and important in their industry.  Here are a few professions that are using Twitter: 
· Communication professionals – to connect with and engage their peers and clients

· Media and journalists – to post and spread breaking news stories

· Doctors and health professionals – to connect with their patients and promote community involvement

· Entertainment outlets – to spread celebrity news

· Corporations – to share news and offer specials on their products or services.  (For example, every Monday, JetBlue offers specials on one-way flights for that upcoming weekend for as little as nine dollars.  The tweets spread fast and “tweeps” [people on Twitter] have to act quickly to take advantage of the offer.)
· Government Agencies – to connect PIOs with residents in case of emergencies, to promote a sense of unity within a community, to generate awareness of programs and services and to engage residents with local events and festivities.  
From a personal perspective, Twitter can be used to gain opinions from friends, to get references, to connect with old friends, to keep abreast of any breaking news and to gain employment.  Additionally, Twitter can be a great resource from a marketing/business perspective and you can use Twitter to track competitors and employees, network with other professionals in your field, advertise and promote your business/organization, events, activities and client engagement.  

The important thing to remember with Twitter is that you’ll get out of it whatever you put into it.  Using social media to engage an audience takes time and dedication, but if you prioritize, it will pay off in the long run.
What do I need to know about Twitter to create an account?
Before you can start tweeting, you must have a unique username.  Many people use their real name, initials or a shortened version of their name, as this provides your account with credibility.  It’s important to try and keep your unique username under 10 characters (this will be further explained under the “retweeting” section).  For example, if your name is John Thomas Smith, a username option could be @jtsmith, @johnts, @jts09, etc.  Twitter will let you know if your username of choice is available.  If it is not, you’ll have to choose another one.  For the purpose of this tutorial, we’ll use @jtsmith for all further examples.  
Once you’ve decided on a unique user name, go to www.twitter.com and click “Sign-up Now.”  You’ll need to enter your: full name, unique username, password and email address to complete registration.  
I’ve created an account – now what?

1.  Creating an account is the first step, but you want to make sure that you add credibility to your profile.  The more credibility you have, the more likely it is for you gain credible followers.  Here are the next steps you should take: 
· Write your one-line biography.  You have 160 characters to write who you are, what you do and why people should follow you.  If you have a company or personal website, include that, as well.  Your one-line bio is important because it is probably one of the first things tweeps look at when deciding if they want to follow you.

· Post a picture.  This is probably the second thing tweeps look at when deciding if they want to follow you or not.  Adding a picture provides your profile with legitimacy and helps to build a relationship.  If your Twitter account is a personal one, post a picture of yourself, i.e., a headshot; if it’s a company account, then having the company logo is acceptable.  Either way, it is best to have a photo (also known as an avatar) that will add credibility to your profile. 
2.  Next, it’s imperative for a beginner to know and understand the “Twitter Language” and what each symbol means.  This is essential to using Twitter efficiently and effectively.

· Reply (@): Whenever a tweep’s username is preceded by a @ symbol, it means that the tweet is for that specific person (even though it is public).  For example, “@jtsmith Tonight is the season finale of The Office.  Are you excited?”  Once @jtsmith sees this, he’ll know that he needs to respond to the question.  This also serves important search and sort functions.  
· Retweets (RT): Retweeting is a huge part of Twitter’s viral success.  If one of your followers tweets an article or link that you find interesting and you think your followers will appreciate the information, then you should retweet it for your readers.  Essentially, a retweet quotes the original person’s tweet and gives them the credit, so people can see the tweet and then choose to follow that person or not.  Retweeting is part of Twitter’s huge viral success.  As mentioned earlier, it is important to keep your username under 10 characters and this is why: when retweeting someone, you start your tweet off with RT @jtsmith:.  Retweeting something @jtsmith posted takes an additional 12 characters and when you only have 140 to work with, it’s important to keep it short, simple and succinct.  

· Direct Message (D): Direct messages are just like email.  They are personal and confidential between the sender and the receiver.  This feature is great if you want to say something privately to another tweep or if you want to say something that your other followers won’t understand/appreciate (this is also basic Twitter etiquette).  Keep in mind, you can only send direct messages to some who follows you IF you are following them in return.  
· Hashtag (#): Hashtags enable easy categorization of tweets for effective searching.  For example, if you are tweeting about the iPhone, simply out a hashtag in front of the word iPhone (#iPhone) and anyone who searches for the word iPhone will see your tweet and any other tweet mentioning the iPhone.   

· URL Shorteners: These can be very helpful since Twitter only allows 140 characters.  Sharing an article with your followers that has a 70 character URL pretty much defeats the purpose of tweeting.  The most common and easiest is www.tinyurl.com.  Head to the Web site, paste in your long URL and click the button that says, “Make TinyURL.”  Out pops a shortened, more effective URL to insert into your tweet.    
3. The next step to take is sending out your first tweet!  It doesn’t have to be amazing or perfect in any way, but it will let the Twittosphere know you are “live,” ready to meet tweeps and build relationships.  Something along the lines of, “Hello World – I have joined Twitter and I’m looking forward to learning more and helping others!” 

4. Personalize your profile to suit you and the image you are trying to portray to your followers.  You can use one of Twitter’s provided backgrounds, but those are very simple and many people have the same one.  If you want to stand out, try selecting an uncommon background from www.twitbacks.com, www.twitterbackgrounds.com or www.freetwitterdesigner.com.  There are many free backgrounds to choose from and this will help “brand” your profile. 
5. You’re finally ready to start following people!  One of the best ways to find tweeps of interest is to set up a saved search.  Here’s how:

· The right hand column of your Twitter homepage has many links, including: Home, @jtsmith, Direct Messages and Favorites.  Directly under Favorites is a search box.  Type in whatever you’re wanting to search for and hit enter.  For example, we’ll type in redevelopment and then hit enter.  Twitter automatically searches for any tweep that mentions redevelopment.  Right next to the headline, “Real time results for redevelopment” is a button (in a green font) that says, “Save this search.”  Click that button and from now on, or until you delete the saved search, redevelopment will appear under the search box.  You can click on it at any time to see real time results for tweets relating to any of your saved searches.  
(NOTE: It is possible to have more than one saved search, so you can set up saved searches for different interests you may have).

· Next, head to the Web site www.wefollow.com.  WeFollow is a directory of Twitter users who have registered themselves under three terms that describe them and what they are interested in learning about.  @jtsmith is registered under #redevelopment, #downtowns and #floridaeconomy.  If a tweep searches any of those hashtags, then they will most likely find @jtsmith and decide if they would like to follow him.
· It should be noted that there are a few things to look for when deciding whether or not to follow someone.  Here are a few quick tips:
· Are they interactive?  Do they post relevant tweets frequently?  Do they ask questions and answer questions that are asked of them?
· Do they post spam tweets?  Such tweets will probably read like this, “Gain 10,000 followers with only 3 clicks” or “Lose 50 pounds with a miracle pill.”  You want to avoid those types of people because it takes away from your credibility. 
· Finally, don’t follow everyone because you want a large number of followers – quality over quantity is best!  Building relationships slowly is the way to go and the best way to do that is to reply, retweet and share.  You also want to make sure that you are posting interesting and relevant tweets.  The more relevant your tweets, the more replying, retweeting and sharing you’ll receive from other tweeps, thus building more relationships. Remember to take it slowly and really take time to build relationships with other Twitter users.  
What other tips can you give to help me get the most out of Twitter?
I’m glad you asked because there is so much to learn about social media and even the experts are just scratching the surface.  Here are a few:
1. Always practice humility when tweeting.  Don’t tweet about how many friends you have or how many retweets you received that day!  No one really cares nor do they want to read about it! 

2. Don’t tweet too often!  I know this sounds a bit ridiculous since the point of Twitter is to tweet and build relationships, but if you tweet 42 times in one hour, people are likely to unfollow you because you are clogging up their queues.  Again, it’s about the quality of your tweets, not the quantity.

3. Twitter has themed days and this means that on those days tweeps will send out a few tweets on the subject of that day.  Here are some examples:

a. Mondays are #musicmonday and, similar to blog posts, tweeps like to let you know what they are listening to and what’s getting them excited in the morning.  It’s fun, so participate!
b. Friday is the most popular themed day on Twitter!  It’s known as #followfriday and most tweeps take full advantage.  #FollowFriday is a day to recognize your favorite tweeps and recommend them to your other followers who might not be following them already.  To participate in #FollowFriday, set up your Tweet like this: #FollowFriday @jtsmith because he knows and shares useful articles about the iPhone!”  #FollowFriday is part of Twitter’s huge viral success and it is an additional credible way to gain followers.  
5.  Keep track of who is following you.  There are a lot of spammers and tweeps with “unwholesome” content out there and if legitimate tweeps see that they are following you, it reflects negatively on your credibility.  Again, it’s about quality and these types of tweeps are not worthy!  It’s easy to delete and block users like this – here’s how: in the right, upper-hand, underneath your username, it says how many followers you have.  Click on that.  Find the user you wish to block.  To the right of that user’s name are two boxes.  One is used to follow them back (don’t click on this one!) and the other says “actions.”  Click on “actions,” and a drop down menu will show up.  Scroll down to the “block” link and click on it.  That follower will be removed from your followers list (though you may need to “refresh” or come back later to see that he/she is gone) and unable to follow you again.  
6.  Don’t set up automated DMs when someone follows you or when someone RTs you.  It takes the personalization out of Twitter and it doesn’t really help in building relationships. 
7.   Use your mobile device!  There are many applications to use Twitter on your mobile phone and they work while you’re away from a computer.  Twitterberry is the most popular application for Blackberry phones and Tweetie is popular with the iPhone.  

8. Upload Twitpics using www.twitpics.com.  Twitpics is a free site that allows you to post photos with your tweets.  Once you go to www.twitpics.com, you will upload a photo the same way you upload photos to your computer.  Twitpics will automatically sync your pictures with your Twitter account.  
I’ve heard people talking about TweetDeck – what is it and how do I use it?

TweetDeck is a free application for Twitter that serves as a control board.  It gives you everything you need all in the same place!  You first have to download the application from www.tweetdeck.com.  One of the nice things about TweetDeck is the ability to manage more than one Twitter account.  If you have a personal account and one for your business, you can manage both of them conveniently from TweetDeck instead of switching back and forth from one account to the other.  

TweetDeck is made up of columns; the first column is like your homepage on Twitter.com.  It’s your queue and what all of your followers are tweeting.  The next column consists of mentions.  This is where a tweep directly mentions you and you should respond accordingly.  The third column is direct messages between you and other users.  Additionally, you can include your Facebook home page so you can see and comment on your friends’ status updates from Facebook via TweetDeck.  Here are some other useful TweetDeck features:
· TweetDeck has a groups feature and this is used primarily to categorize your followers.  If you have a large group of followers who tweet about your profession, then you can group them together under “Professional.”  If you follow tweeps interested in traveling, then you can group your travel tweeps into a group labeled “Travel,” and so on.  

· TweetDeck filter is located below each column and helps you to find things easily.  Filters help you to locate tweets faster, show trending topics within that column, filter by terms, find links and pictures or move your column left or right.  
· Searching in TweetDeck is another feature.  Just like in regular Twitter, you can set up saved searches in TweetDeck.  A saved search will create another column and record all tweets based on that topic.  
· TweetDeck also has a built-in URL shortener.  Take advantage of this feature, as it will save time once you get familiar with TweetDeck.  
Final Tips and Suggestions:

One of the most important things to remember about Twitter, and all social media, in general, is that it is another tool to use in reaching our target markets most effectively.  We cannot rely solely on new media tactics and completely forget the traditional media because we will lose our audience.  Here are a few things to remember when creating a social media plan for your company or organization:

· Similar to traditional media, measurable goals are key when creating a social media plan.  Ask yourself, “What is my goal for my social media plan and when will I know that I have accomplished that goal?” 

· Remember who your target audience is.  Are you tweeting things that they want to know?  In order to keep your followers following, you must listen to them and know what want to know about.  

· Be an authority figure on your chosen subject matter.  Tweet original material (blogs, pictures, statistics, articles, etc.) on the subject that your followers want to know about.  Be the source of information for your followers to find the answers to their questions before they ask the question!  It can be hard and may take some time, but this is one of the ultimate goals of all Twitter users.  
· Do not send automated DMs.  This takes out the personal touch of Twitter and your users will not appreciate the insincerity.  Also, remember to keep personal conversations private using DMs.  Not all of your followers want to know what your plans with your best friend are for Friday night. 

· Finally, as an FRA member, you have the benefit of consulting with our public relations firm, RB Oppenheim Associates, for free public relations and social media counseling.  To learn more about social media, contact Rick Oppenheim at (850) 386-9100 or roppenheim@rboa.com.
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