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CHAPTER 3 | Hold Great Conversations
A lot of people find Twitter and think, “This is the perfect place to tell the world about 
myself!” After all, the site asks, “What are you doing?” 

But it turns out that Twitter isn’t so much a broadcast medium as it is a 
discussion channel. Indeed, the secret of social media is that it’s not about you, your 
product or your story. It’s about how you can add value to the communities that happen to 
include you. If you want to make a positive impact, forget about what you can get out of 
social media and start thinking about what you can contribute. Funnily enough, the more 
value you create for the community, the more value it will create for you.

In this chapter and the next, we show you how great conversationalists succeed and add 
value to their communities on Twitter.
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Get great followers
If you want tons of followers on Twitter, you’re not alone. But here’s a secret: a small number 
of great followers is much more valuable than a herd of uninterested people. Think about it 
this way: if you’re an accountant twittering about tax tips, what’s the point of having 1,000 
followers if 999 of them are spam bots and war resistors who don’t file taxes?

As a very practical example, when @timoreilly had 30,000 followers who’d been acquired 
organically, about 2,000 of them would click any given link in a tweet (measured via Bit.ly, 
described in Chapters 1 and 6). Now, with more than a quarter of a million followers, he 
gets around 4,000 clicks per tweet. Lesson? Quality followers—i.e., people who care 
enough to follow on their own—are worth more than a great quantity of random followers. 

Drawing smart followers involves three key pieces:

1. Be interesting. The best way to become popular on Twitter is to post messages that 
other people want to read, retweet and respond to. In the next couple of chapters, we show 
how plenty of people are interesting and witty in 140 characters.

2. Be conversational. Engage with people, whether they’re already following you or not. 
People like it. Plus, when prospective followers hit your Twitter account page, they’ll see 
you’re a friendly, thoughtful person. 

3. Follow relevant people. If you follow somebody, there’s a good chance she’ll follow 
you back. Use the tips in Chapter 2 to find people who are interested in the same sort of 
topics you are and follow them. It’s the first step in building a relationship.
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When via is better than RT
Retweeting is a blessing and a curse. It can help important news spread in the blink of an 
eye. But it also can turn your Twitter feed into a noisy stream of redundant updates.

The problem is that, especially in many of the third-party Twitter clients, it’s just too easy to 
retweet. You see a good link. You want to pass it on. You hit the RT button in Twhirl or 
Tweetdeck, then send.

Oops. Even if you’ve passed along something of value, it might have been even more 
valuable if you’d taken the time to put your own spin on it and say why you found 
the link valuable. (Of course, you’d still want to give credit for the original link.)

So pause before you retweet, and write a note that tells the world what this link means to 
you. Then use via to tell the world who showed you the link in the first place. (Via is also 
great for giving credit when you got a link from a source who isn’t on Twitter.)

In an ideal world, use literal retweets only when the original phrasing is unique and a key 
part of what you want to pass on. A straight retweet should show the character of the person 
making the original posting, not just a link.

Unless, of course, it’s news that’s just so hot that you have to pass it on before it burns  
your keyboard. 
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What to retweet
Wondering what to retweet? Researcher Dan Zarrella (@danzarrella) has found four types of 
posts that are commonly retweeted:

1. How-tos and instructional stories or videos

2. News, especially breaking news

3. Warnings (like a scam or virus that’s circulating)

4. Freebies and contests

Those are all pretty easy to figure out. But Twitter is also a great medium for wit, 
and it’s really worth retweeting a unique turn of phrase. We’ve shown a few of 
our favorites here. For a bunch more, see http://radar.oreilly.com/2008/09/twitter-
epigrams-and-repartee.html. 
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Troubleshoot your retweets
To help you retweet with confidence, here’s our FAQ for RTs. 

1. What if adding the retweeting info bumps me over 140 characters? It’s OK 
to edit down or rewrite a message. If you change it substantially, consider using the via form 
described on the previous page.

2. What if I want to add my own comment? No prob, people do it all the time. 
Here we’ve shown two easy ways to do it. Way 1: @PatEx adds a comment after the full RT. 
Pat uses brackets to denote the commentary. Sometimes people use a dash or a couple of 
slashes to create the same effect. Way 2: Tim adds a comment before the RT.

3. Can I change the URL to make it shorter or to track it? Because the earlier 
Twitterer(s) may be trying to track click-throughs on the URL they posted, it’s best not to 
change it. But it’s not a big deal if you do.

4. If the list of people who retweeted is getting too long, can I lop off some  
of them? Yes. Ideally give credit to the first and last person in the chain (RT @first  
via @last).
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Send smart @replies
We see @replies like these every day: 

“I hope not.”

“She’s my favorite!”

“Aren’t we all?”

“Don’t waste your money or time reading the trash he peddles!”

“Wow.”

Seem meaningless to you without context? Seems that way to us, too, and these 
are actual @replies we’ve received. 

The problem is that Twitter gives recipients no way to tell which message an individual 
@reply is responding to. Sometimes, if you send an @reply immediately after somebody 
posts an update, and she happens to get it right away, she’ll know what you’re referring to. 
But if she’s amidst a flurry of twittering, even timeliness isn’t fail-safe.

To ensure that your co-conversationalists know what you’re talking about, do as Beth Kanter 
(@kanter) does here and send @replies that provide a touch of context.
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Three cool hashtag tricks
In Chapter 1, we describe hashtags, which let people group messages by category—making 
them an important element of conversations on Twitter. Once you get the hang of the idea, 
you can adapt it for lots of purposes. Here are a few of our favorite uses:

1. Group chat. Got a discussion you want to hold among a bunch of people who aren’t in 
the same place? Designate a hashtag and a particular hour or so for the chat. Put the word 
out to the appropriate community. Use a tool like TweetGrid (http://tweetgrid.com) or 
TweetChat (http://tweetchat.com) to stay on top of the conversation and moderate it. 
(Note that hashtags are not case sensitive.)

Here you can see a piece of the transcript for #EditorChat with BusinessWeek.com’s editor-
in-chief, John Byrne (@JohnAByrne). Although the conversation looks a little disjointed in this 
format, the forum is emerging as a key place for networking and swapping ideas. For other 
examples of group chats, check Twitter search for #EventProfs (meeting planners) and 
#hcmktg (healthcare marketers).

2. Collect ideas. Ask a question on Twitter (“What are your favorite new romance 
novels?”) and give a hashtag people can use to share their answers (#romance09). 

3. Share an experience. Loving an American Idol performance? Not so thrilled with 
Hollywood’s latest blockbuster? Just felt a tremble? Use a hashtag to weigh in 
(#AmericanIdol, #007, #Earthquake). For events like these, in which lots of people 
participate, there’s almost certain to be an existing hashtag. Check Twitter search. 
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Unfollow graciously
There’s no rule saying that once you follow somebody, you have to follow them forever. In 
fact, one of the useful things about Twitter is that you can follow somebody for a 
while, get a sense of their universe, and then unfollow in order to tune into 
somebody else for a bit.

Twitter itself doesn’t tell somebody when you unfollow her, and in most cases, the person 
won’t know. That said, there are third-party applications that will alert people when they’ve 
been unfollowed. Either way, should you tell them why you’re unfollowing? Nah. Chances 
are, you’re leaving the account for the very reasons other people love it. (Sarah maintains 
@TweetReport and received this charmer on a day when several people asked for more 
twittering.)

To unfollow somebody, head to her account page. Under her picture, click the bar that says 
“Following,” and then in the box that opens, click Remove.

By the way, we can’t recommend signing up for unfollow notices yourself. First, they lend to 
obsessing about popularity. Second, they purport to tell you when people unfollow you after 
a certain tweet, but they rarely, if ever, show that data accurately. We suggest cultivating 
good relationships where you can and not worrying about the rest.
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Don’t auto-DM (for crying out loud)
Imagine you’re at a conference chatting with a few people before the next session starts. 
Suddenly, somebody shouts across the room, “Nice to meet you! You can learn more about 
me and my consulting service at www.iampushy.com.” From another corner of the room you 
hear, “Thanks for being in the same room! Can’t wait to get to know you!” 

You’re likely to consider that sort of overture intrusive. And chances are, it’s not going to 
lead to a meaningful exchange. 

Auto-DMs—which are generic direct messages some people send when you follow them—
work the same way: they’re impersonal, disruptive and almost never spark a good 
conversation. In fact, when you think about them that way, they sound a lot like spam
—which is what they are. 

Take a look at the three examples here: can you imagine the recipient being delighted to get 
them? (She wasn’t.)

If you must acknowledge a new follower, do a little research, figure out what you have in 
common and send a personal message. 
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Don’t spam anyone
Here’s an important point to remember: Twitter is an opt-in medium, which means that if 
you’re obnoxious or even a little bit spammy, people will unfollow you or 
they’ll choose not to follow you in the first place. (They can also block you and suggest  
that you get kicked off Twitter, which we talk about on the next page.) On Twitter, spam  
is self-defeating.

As we discuss on the last page, auto-DMs are a form of spam. A few other forms of 
twittering are also spam, and you should avoid all of them. 

This ought to go without saying, but if you’re DMing people with the goal of selling 
something, you’re committing spam. Don’t kid yourself into thinking that a discount or a 
freebie is a legit message, either. Rule of thumb: if you’re tempted to DM a bunch of people 
you don’t know, you’re very likely about to become a spammer.

Ditto @messages. If you’re sending @messages to people who don’t know you, and your 
notes aren’t in response to something they’ve said or done, or a question or a comment 
related to their expertise, you’ll probably be perceived as a spammer. 

Finally, as in email, if your iffy messages contain links, other people are more likely to 
believe they’re spam.
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Fight spam

Internet culture expert Clay Shirky (@cshirky) has said that online social systems are, by 
definition, “stuff that gets spammed.” Twitter is no exception. 

Twitter spam comes in two primary forms: random @messages and random direct 
messages. If you receive an @message from somebody you don’t know offering a link to a 
site that “will make you feel better” or a direct message suggesting that your ultimate 
happiness is just a click away, you’ve been spammed. Here’s how you can fight it:

Follow Twitter’s spam account, http://twitter.com/spam. After they’ve followed you 
back (which happens right away), DM them the name of any spammy accounts you 
encounter. They’ll follow up, though they won’t send you back a message. (If you need  
help with a non-spam problem, like a TOS violation or an impersonation, go to  
http://help.twitter.com and click Submit A Request.) If it’s easier for you, you can also  
send email to spam@twitter.com with details of the spam tweet you received.

Block the spammer. Just head over to the spammer’s account page and look on the right 
side for the Block link. When you block an account, it can no longer send you messages or 
see yours. In addition, Twitter keeps an eye on blocked accounts to see if they’re spam.

Unfollow the spammer. If you’re following the account, now’s a good time to unfollow 
it. Go to the spammer’s account page, and in the upper-left corner, under the picture, click 
Following. That opens a box where you can click Remove to unfollow. 
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