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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the research of past, current, and future trends among the communication of micro-blogging.  The resources utilized were former research studies, various informational websites, and an array of micro-blogs.  Three specific areas of communication are addressed:  journalism, advertising, and public relations.  Each section of communication focuses on how the social revolution of micro-blogging affects it.  Information about how a micro-blog can be utilized and functions is also shared throughout the paper.
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Micro-blogging:  A New Wave of Communication

 
Micro-blogging is a new method of communicating in which users can describe and update their current status in short posts distributed by instant messages, email, mobile devices, and the internet.  Out of all micro-blogging sites available on the Internet, Twitter is the most accepted and widely used.  A few other current micro-blogging websites include Plurk, Jaiku, Kiwippy, and Pownce.  This paper discusses first the evolution of micro-blogging and then delves into current trends and how it is utilized.  Three specific areas of current communications trends specifically narrowed in on are journalism, advertising, and public relations.  Twitter is keyed in on as a point of reference to micro-blogging, though conclusions throughout the paper may be made through other micro-blogging sites as well.  As defined for reference in this paper, micro-blogging is a form of blogging that allows consumers to send brief updates through the Web.  
As previously mentioned, the most popular web based micro-blogging tool is Twitter.  Twitter permits users to inform their “followers” about what they are doing at a specific moment, using up to 140 characters.  In micro-blogging terms, a follower is a user who watches and keeps up with updates of another user.  An example of a follower is Joe Bob reading updates of Hilary Duff.  Twitter was launched in October of 2006 and has seen a huge growth over the last few months (Sagolla, 2009).  The number of users has doubled from February to April of 2009, and it currently draws in over 1.2 million new people every month.  Even though Twitter originated in the United States, over 60% of customer usage comes from outside of the United States.  Twitter was one of the fastest growing websites in the United Kingdom last year; the traffic increased by over an astonishing 974% from January 2008 to January 2009.  
            Twitter was created by Dom Sagolla and a group of others who were working at a podcasting company known as Odeo, Inc. in South Park, San Francisco.  In a brainstorming activity to try to reinvent the company, they broke into groups for new ideas.  One of the members of Sagolla group, Jack Dorsey, said, “I want to have a dispatch service that connects us on our phones using text” (Sagolla, 2009).  He originally wanted to make this available for people out at clubs or a great restaurant, so they could inform other people about their experience.  His idea was to make it simple enough that people do not even have to think about what they are doing; they would just type something and send it.  The original name “twttr” was inspired by Flickr and the fact that the American SMS short-codes are five characters.  The group knew they were on to something that would change the world; however, Odeo was still struggling and had to let some of the group members go, including Sagolla. Odeo turned into what is now known as Obvious Corp (Malik, 2009).  Even though the entire group did not continue working for the company, nearly all the original members worked on the project together as a side job.
            Twttr.com was released to the public during this transition.  The first users tried to get their family and friends interested in it, but it never really took off.  The site was only a few months old when the group decided to re-brand the project to Twitter.com.  At that point in time there was no limit to the number of characters, but this would cause the text to be split into two texts, which created difficulties.  The team decided to put a 140-character limit on the message in order to leave room for the username and colon in front of the message.  The majority of society may not have understood what Twitter was at that point, but they were beginning to hear about it.

            Twitter is a free service that allows people to send messages back and forth to each other, also known as “tweeting.”  Biographies can be created as long as they are under 160 characters.  This allows followers to get to know a little more about the person they are “following,” or in Facebook terms, are “a fan of.”  Twitter also allows users to add a photograph and customize the design of their main page.  Everything that is written on Twitter is indexed and can be found on the web (Kachaturoff, 2009).

            Twitter might be the most well-known micro-blogging site available, but it is not the only one.  Plurk, another free social network and micro-blogging service, is more of a social journal of one’s life.  It is more of a mix between Twitter and Facebook.  Plurk connects users not only in a simple, efficient way but also in a stylish manner.  Plurk allows people to break up their friends into “cliques” so the user can send messages to only certain people.  A feature Plurk is lacking is the “unread reply.”  The user only gets alerted about a reply to a thread three hours after the post, when the user has probably already forgotten what it was about.  Another disadvantage of Plurk is that it is not possible to have more than one conversation at a time (Smallman, 2008).

            Along with the imperfections of Plurk, there are many positives. Plurk does not include the username in the text allowance so more than only 140 characters can be used.  Also, the message is not limited to only what the user is doing; it allows the user to type a variety of different messages.  Plurk permits private messages, and the user can edit Plurk messages.  It is believed that as a social network Plurk has huge potential once it gets all its kinks worked out (Smallman, 2008).
 
Micro-blogging is so current that its own trends are still developing.  This new wave of communication has soared throughout the world and is being utilized in millions of different ways.  Micro-blogging is a mini form of blogging and can be used one of two ways:  personal status updates such as “just finished my morning vanilla mocha chai latte with soy” or to disseminate informational updates from organizations such as the local police department tweeting “sexual predator on loose, last seen at 6th and Elm.”  Many people first think of personal status updates when they hear the word Twitter.  This social media fad creates controversy in the area of credibility for this very reason.  However, on the other side of this spectrum, the updates from businesses and organizations are what keep micro-blogging in the news.  Tweeting can be useful for free advertising, breaking news, sharing of ideas, obtaining important facts, and much more.  Scientists like Clark (2009) said while few Twitter searchers may be interested in conducting sophisticated analyses of tweets, many will want to see what specific individuals or organizations are saying.  Clark said, “the usefulness of analyzing real-time date of this kind may be hard to imagine for those new to Twitter and may not yet be realized for environment-specific uses.”  In an article by freelance science writer and editor, Elia Ben-Ari (2009), interviews Bora Zivkovic, a science blogger:  “Zivkovic notes that field biologists can use Twitter to transmit information from mobile devices, which can be especially useful in remote location where a computer or landline phone is not available.”  The same can be said for a variety of fields.  Clark (2009) said, “[L]ocally, police and fire departments are beginning to employ Twitter to keep the public informed of incidents, a use that is likely to mean more active official emergency responders’ participation in disaster tweeting.”  Clark also emphasized the fact that Twitter is already being used for political action against governments, and it is likely that future application will include environmental political action if they do not already.  Current trends are still developing among micro-blogs, but these are some of the avenues our society has begun to explore in utilizing it.

            One hundred and forty characters does not constitute much space for a journalist; they are accustomed to free reign and writing several column inches.  The field of journalism has been both challenged and enhanced by micro-bloggers.  Though the positive factors seem to outweigh the negatives, journalists start to face the question of credibility.  Journalists are beginning to realize they have to defend their trustworthiness if they are utilizing Twitter or other micro-blogging websites.  Another question journalists ask is, “Who is considered a journalist?”  The definition seems to become more swayed and blurry as new social mediums like micro-blogging are created.  Clark (2009) relays this message:  “Twitter is but one of a number of emerging social media, many of which already affect environmental work.”  Terri Willard wrote the document Social Networking and Governance for Sustainable Development that places Twitter inside a much larger context (Clark, 2009).  Willard poses three key technologies that enable the social web and make it a potential force for sustainability: “the prevalence of handheld computing and communication devices; the ease with which individuals can post, find, and comment on each other’s video, images, words, and other content; and the potential of social networking sites, including Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, and LinkedIn” (Clark, 2009).  Instead of dwelling on the negative, journalists are taking this positive pull of micro-blogging and using it to their advantage.  Reporters are able to tweet when they are out in the field to communicate to followers instantly.  Farhi (2009) reports that Twitter “works best in situations where the story is changing so fast that the mainstream media can’t assemble all the facts at once.”  National news networks are using Twitter and other forms of micro-blogging as breaking news grounds.  This new way of instantaneously reaching millions of followers is also a way news organizations can report an important story that links directly back to their website.  In conjunction with this instant access, journalists also see this as a way to relieve pressure of faster news and media coverage.  “Its speed and brevity make it ideal for pushing out scoops and breaking news to Twitter-savvy readers.  News reporters need to be on the ground floor of this, instead of when the horse has left the barn” (Fahri, 2009)     
The topic of advertisements on Twitter is one that is controversial.  Some users hate the idea; others think it is the natural evolution of micro-blogging.  While Twitter does not have any official means to allow companies to advertise on it, there are several third-party companies that do.  Currently, Twitter is really trying to educate companies about how to effectively use the site. There has been some speculation that Twitter is going to try to generate money through various add-on tools and services for business and professional users.  The only signs of a Twitter ad network came to light a few months ago when Twitter revamped the home page for users to include a Twitter "word of the day."  Some people see this as a placeholder for future ads on the site.  

    
According to a recently LinkedIn Research Network/Harris Poll that evaluates advertisers' impressions of Twitter, just under half of advertisers (45%) say that Twitter is in its infancy, and its use will grow exponentially over the next few years. This differs from the consumer audience's impression: over two-thirds (69%) say they do not know enough about Twitter to have an opinion (Thomases, 2009).

    
Other survey results reveal that among those who have an opinion regarding Twitter, advertisers and consumers have moderate opinions about Twitter's effectiveness for promoting products and ideas.  Of advertisers surveyed, only 8% say Twitter is very effective for promoting products and ideas. However, 50% believe that advertising is somewhat effective (Thomases, 2009).           

Typically, advertisers have a choice on how they want to pay for their sponsored ad:  Pay Per View, Pay Per Click, Pay Per Lead, or Pay Per Sale.  Pay Per View is very similar to the traditional cost per thousand ad impression model.  The pricing is structured so that one pays more for those Twitter accounts that have a larger following (Nau, 2009).  Pay Per Click is the advertising model where one pays when one of the “Twit's Followers” clicks on the sponsored ad link within the tweet, similar to Facebook.  This price can vary from a few cents to several dollars.  Pay Per Lead is the advertising model where the advertiser will pay the “Twit” based on an actual lead (sign up form, contact request, demo request, etc…).  Pay Per Sale offers the advertiser to pay when a sale is completed on their site.

One of the larger points of sponsored Twitter ads is how to disclose that the “tweet” is paid.  Some of these Twitter ad platforms have started to use “hashtags” to label tweets as sponsored.  Hashtags are a recognized reference to a particular topic, a easy tool for people in a group or work setting to collaborate ideas.  The problem is that there is no standard “hashtag” being used by these ad networks.  Some are using #ad, #sp, #spon, or even leaving it up to the individual twit to create.  A recent virtual summit from Techcrunch reviewed some of the issues about disclosure of ads:  "AD" for direct marketing if the ad is used verbatim from an advertiser, "SP" if the ad has been written in the Twitter's own words, "PR" for a public-relations link, and no disclosure for nonprofits because those won't be paid campaigns.                                     

AdCause is a third party advertising for Twitter.  Launched as grassroots for a noble concept in 2008, adCause has struggled to find its stride.  Working much like an ad exchange with a twist, publishers (normal Twitter users) name their price and have selection power over ads posted by advertisers.  These paid tweets' sources are labeled "adCause," but otherwise there are no identifiers.  AdCause's unique hook is the ability for publishers to specify what percentage of their revenue they want to go to a charity of their choice.                                 

 
Twitter inventories more than 2 million impressions and can geo-target ad servings by cross-referencing the advertiser's self-indicated profile location with the surfer's IP address.  Frequency capping is also available.  Featured users might be an inventive way for new brands joining Twitter to help attract followers.  Since ads are generated on the fly by pulling from the user account's most current Twitter profile, the advertiser could also include some brand messaging in its biography that would resonate with viewers.                                                 

It is worth noting that many of these early-stage Twitter advertising solutions lack sophistication expected by media planners.  Standard media kits do not exist, payment methods are limited, and Websites tend to be deficient in the advertiser-side information commonly required by planners.  If you plan on experimenting in this area of advertising, it may seem like a modern day Old Wild West where trial and error is expected.   
There is a neat quirk to advertising on micro-blogging sites.  Whether people realize it or not they are giving free advertisement to businesses and products everyday.  When people post a new tweet about enjoying a certain beverage, such as Coke, or the new movie New Moon, it submits a subconscious advertisement to the followers head.  This can cause the follower to want to purchase it too.  Word of mouth is often times the best and cheapest form of advertising.  Why would businesses want to start paying for advertisements when they can simply update tweets for free?  

Micro-blogging is spreading like wildfire.  Despite the negative remarks about many popular micro-blogging sites, micro-blogging now appears as a helpful public relations source along with many of the other social networking sites available. Not only does micro-blogging allow a company to inform its public, but the information is also available to people instantaneously and free of charge.

Micro-blogging has developed into the way the public looks for and hears about information first.  Through research, Wright and Hinson (2009) discovered the terrible earthquake that rocked the Sichuan province in China on May 12, 2008, with 70,000 deaths, 350,000 wounded, and five million left homeless.  Rory Cellan-Jones, who filed initial reports of the tragedy on the BBC, first learned about the quake from Twitter instead of the traditional news media (Wright & Hinson, 2009).  This brings up the point that the instantaneous news can be reported on micro-blogging sites, such as Twitter, long before the news media can report the full story.  This “news gate” appears to be an excellent public relations tool for the media.  In order to keep the public up to date with current information, the news media can micro-blog and update the public periodically.  These updates may keep the public engaged enough to read the full story after it is printed in its entirety. 

Another way that businesses are utilizing micro-blogging is getting and keeping in touch with their public. Julie Cameron (2008) suggests, “The easiest way to utilize micro-blogging for public relations is to simply sign up and start communicating. Find users with interest in your product or market, add these people to your network, and reply to their posts when appropriate.”  Not only is this great advice, but it can also establish new relationships between a business and its public while maintaining and strengthening relationships.   Customers may feel more apt to send feedback to a company because they feel more comfortable approaching them simply because a relationship was built through micro-blogging.
A useful tip suggested by Cameron is (2008), “Connect with the business’ customers by setting up a customer support micro-blog that encourages followers to report bugs, and post status updates.”  This tactic allows businesses to keep up with products produced by their company, and consumers can also help other customers.  This can bring a public together and may eventually form society to become strictly faithful towards that business based on relationships.  Relationships between the company and its “followers” enhance the growth of relationships made between members of that particular group of followers. 

“Micro-blogging is also a great response to negative press and defense of your brand. The advantage of the personalized nature of micro-blogs presents a genuine defense and reinforces your organizations sincerity” (Cameron, 2008).  No matter how one looks at society, he or she will always find that the human species appreciates sincerity.  In addition, individuals naturally appreciate being treated specially, as if they are the only customer that matters.  If a micro-blog allows a person to feel this way, it could then become an easy outlet for businesses to achieve such relationships.  Whether the public needs support, reassurance, or instant information, micro-blogging is becoming the easy answer for many and probably the majority in the near future. 

Whether a friend is sitting down for a cup of coffee or if there is an unforgettable natural disaster happening in another nation, chances are you will know before the events are done taking place, courtesy of micro-blogging.  Micro-blogging is a trend that society has not completely embraced yet; however, this trend is storming in and taking over.  Businesses can utilize micro-blogging for public relations in many different ways, and advertising is appearing rapidly.  Journalists are using it to “be heard” in a more immediate way.  Distance between families and friends are not depending on the post office, or even e-mail.  Instant communication is at the end of one’s fingertips no matter how many miles are separating a sender and receiver. Micro-blogging is a growing tool that is currently new to many, old to few, and a valuable resource to all that use this innovation.  
References

Ben-Ari, E. (2009). Twitter: What's all the chirping about?. BioScience, 59(7), 632. doi:  
10.1525/bio.2009.59.7.19         
Cameron, J. (2008, March 3). A piece of our mind: 5 ways your business can embrace micro
blogging. Retrieved from


http://www.metaspring.com/blog/marketing/5-ways-business-embrace-microblogging/
Clark, G. (2009). Environmental Twitter. Environment, 51(5), 5-6. Retrieved from Omni File Full Text Mega database.
Farhi, P. (2009). Explosion. American Journalism Review, 31(3), 26-31.  Retrieved from Academic One File database: http://rossdawsonblog.com/weblog/archives/2009/06/how_twitter_imp.htm
Kachaturoff, T. (2009). Quick Facts About Twitter. Retrieved from Ezin Articles: www.ezinearticles.com/?Twitter---Quick-Facts-About-Twitter

Malik, O. (2009). A Brief History of Twitter. Retrieved from
www.gigaom.com/2009/02/01/a-brief-history-of-twitter
Nau, B. (2009, July 27). Advertise on twitter - what you need to know. Retrieved from
http://www.smtusa.com/blog/posts/advertise-on-twitter.html
Sagolla, D. (2009). 140 Characters. How Twitter Was Born. Retrieved from
www.140characters.com/2009/01/30/how-twitter-was-born/
Smallman, W. (2008) What is Plurk? Retrieved from
www.blahblahtech.com/2008/06/what-is-plurk.html
Thomases, H. (2009). More Twitter advertising opportunities. ClickZ, Retrieved from
http://www.clickz.com/3634887
Wright, D. K., & Hinson, M. D. (2009). An updated Look at the impact of social media on public
relations practice. Public Relations Journal, 3 (2), 1-27. 
