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Study uncovers six basic types of Twitter conversations

BY BRIDGET SHIRVELL February 20, 2014 at 12:00 PM EDT
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A graph of a polarized crowd created by Pew Research Center and Social Media Research Foundation

You pull up your phone to check Twitter, see a couple of tweets that interest you, so you retweet or reply. We've
all done it, or at least all of us tweeters. What you may not know, though, is that it's possible to map the
dialogue formed from those tweets, retweets and replies into different types of social and conversational
structures.

The Pew Research Center and the Social Media Research Foundation analyzed thousands of twitter
conversations going back to 2010. They found these conversations occurred based on the structure of the
individual’s Twitter network. For example, the subjects and content that a person tweets about, the people they
follow, the people who follow them and the way they network creates a structure of social activity. In a recently
released report Pew reports that they uncovered six distinct patterns for these structures.
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“These are data-driven early steps in understanding Twitter discussion structures that contribute to the emerging
science of social participation,” Ben Shneiderman professor of computer science at the University of Maryland
and a report-co-author said. "This new field is emerging right before our eyes and could eventually have a large
impact on our understanding of everything from health to community safety, from business innovation to citizen
science and from civic engagement to sustainable energy programs.”

Does the last conversation you had on Twitter represent one of these types of networks the researchers
mapped?

¢ divided, Polarized Crowd: Polarized discussions feature two big and dense groups that have little
connection between them. The topics being discussed are often highly divisive and heated political subjects.
In fact, there is usually little conversation between these groups despite the fact they are focused on the
same topic. Polarized Crowds on Twitter are not arguing. They are ignoring one another while pointing to
different web resources and using different hashtags.

¢ unified, Tight Crowd: These discussions are characterized by highly interconnected people with few
isolated participants. Many conferences, professional topics, hobby groups, and other subjects that attract
communities take this Tight Crowd form.

e fragmented, Brand Clusters: When well-known products or services or popular subjects like celebrities are
discussed in Twitter, there is often comment from disconnected participants (the “isolates” who are
participating in a conversation cluster are on the left side of the picture on the left). Well- known brands
and other popular subjects can attract large fragmented Twitter populations who Tweet about it but not to
each other. The larger the population talking about a brand the less likely it is that people are connected to
one another. Brand mentioning participants focus on a topic, but tend not connect to each other.

e cohesive, Community Clusters: Some popular topics may develop multiple smaller groups, which often
form around a few hubs each with its own audience, influencers, and sources of information. These
Community Clusters conversations look like bazaars which host multiple centers of activity. Global news
stories often attract coverage from many news outlets, each with its own following. That creates a collection
of medium-sized groups — and a fair number of isolates (the left side of the picture above).

¢ inward facing hubs and spoke, Broadcast Network: Twitter commentary around breaking news stories
and the output of well-known media outlets and pundits has a distinctive hub and spoke structure in
which many people repeat what prominent news and media organizations tweet. The members of the
Broadcast Network audience are often connected only to the hub news source, without connecting to one
another. In some cases there are smaller subgroups of densely connected people — think of them as subject
groupies — who do discuss the news with one another.

e outward facing, Support Network: Customer complaints for a major business are often handled by a
Twitter service account that attempts to resolve and manage customer issues around their products and
services. This produces a hub and spoke structure that is different from the Broadcast pattern. In the
Support Network structure, the hub account replies-to many otherwise disconnected users, creating an
outward hub. In contrast, in the Broadcast pattern, the hub gets replied to or retweeted by many
disconnected people, creating an inward hub.

This isn't to say every tweet falls into one of the structures or that more structures couldn’t emerge. However,
the six structures they discovered occurred regularly.

Pew'’s team identified structures by looking for patterns. If a pattern didn't fit into a particular structure they
created a new one, Marc Smith, the director of the Social Media Research Foundation and main author of the

Web2

converted by Web2PDFConvert.com



http://www.pewinternet.org/reports/2014/xxxx.aspx
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF

report said.

G1: mla13 5795 s769 altac s7@i7Mansformdh s794 112 s701

G2: mla13 5767 5783 5760 s749 altac s307 sg mlal4 mia13dis
highered B

Groups|are - 2
e — A =
densely = T E
connected with =
: 2 § Only a few users
JRSRR T a are ‘lisolates”
& e
peripheral low EE-8 (.
connection - ' -m, | peoplewhoare nat
f “ a5 connected at all,
users, - S
- =2 = but most are
4 = - o 7 L ae B already densely
[~ 0 ‘e P s
< ke L > conrected to each
s L g S 2 g T n other.
» A TR L
a = oS+ G3 miald 5755 fefGocn 67 eltoc storify
= =7 - B 7B0 €2 0P R
- L3
B u
a@
= 8 -]

All qubgroups are

dengely inter- —= ]
linkgd. & =T

Figure 16: Network graph of 599 Twitter users whose tweets contained "mlal3” on January 6, 2013. There is a
green line or “edge” for each follows relationship. There is a blue edge for each "replies-to" and "mentions"
relationship in a tweet. There is a self-loop edge for each tweet that is not a "replies-to" or "mentions.”

Tweets containing mial3 show a Tight Crowd. Graph by Pew Research Center/Social Media Research
Foundation

“We expected the divided structure around political topics, but were surprised by five other patterns and we
didn’t find many more,” Smith said.

This report represents a new approach for Pew. Instead of their normal public opinion survey they worked with
researchers at the Social Media Research Foundation and used social network analysis to reach their findings.

“These maps provide insights into people’s behavior in a way that complements and expands on traditional
research methods such as public opinion surveys, focus groups and even sentiment analysis of texts,” Lee
Rainie, director of the Pew Research Center Internet Project said.

Using the software tool NodeXL, a plug-in extension to Microsoft Excel spreadsheets, researchers where able to
import data from thousands of Twitter networks on hundreds of topics. The tool searched for keywords and
hashtags and captured the tweet, usernames, hyperlinks, hashtags and information on the tweet's author
followers and follows. The data was analyzed and visualized in network social structure maps.

Rainie described it as similar to taking a photograph or video of a crowd.

"It gives us a way to take the digital equivalent of aerial photos of crowds and simultaneously listen to their
conversations,” Rainie said.

Rainie said the data also pushes back against the notion that social media has disrupted everything and that
nothing is the same as before.

“It's clear that traditional important institutions and people still have the ability to be very influential,” Rainie
said.

Graph of a Support Network from tweets using dellistens or delcares. Graph by Pew Research Center/Social
Media Research Foundation

There are limitations to the data collected. NodeXL only captured public tweets in the English language and
couldn’t grab direct messages or content from protected Twitter accounts. Data was also taken for specific
periods of times and the researchers note it does not represent the sentiments of the full population of Twitter.
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Plus, Twitter users are still a relatively small demographic. According to the 2013 Pew Social Media Update
only 18 percent of Internet users use Twitter and only 14 percent of the adult population.

Still, while the data is limited in scope, social media communicators everywhere will likely be pour over the
results to figure out how to use it to their advantage.

“You could map who am I now, who am I like, who do I aspire to, and how close I am,” Smith said.

In other words an organization that wants to promote a brand name, product or news story might consdier
what social media network is the topic most like—or target a network type with a goal. Then they could use
network maps of the topic to track the progress of their message across Twitter.

While the researchers looked specifically at Twitter, the tool could be used on other social networks including
YouTube, Flickr and Facebook fan pages.

So, when you share this story on Twitter, ask yourself what social conversation you're taking part in—and are we
at PBS NewsHour mapping it to see our impact?
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The Rundown offers the NewsHour's unique perspective on the important events of the day with insights from the journalists you
trust.
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