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Abstract. This study explores the temporal patterns of Twitter use in academia,
through quantitative and qualitative methods, answering the following ques-
tions: When do academics tweet? Where do academics tweet? and How often do
academics receive feedback from their followers on Twitter? UK academics
who are active users of Twitter in a specific institution were recruited for the
study. Both the temporal patterns (daily and weekly) in the use of Twitter and
the uses themselves suggest that the practice is seen primarily as a professional
matter, and secondarily as personal. A significant pattern of ‘microbreaks’ is
identified. The data indicates that where Twitter use becomes habitual, it is
experienced as a positive addition to available communication tools.
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1 Introduction

Social media are communication platforms built upon Web 2.0 [1] principles [10] and
are of importance because of their potential to change how people communicate, search
for and exchange information online [6]. Through supporting User-Generated Content
(UGC), they enable users to enter a more social and participatory phase of the web and
to be dynamic contributors creating, managing, annotating, curating, reviewing and
sharing information/data in online communities [10]. Higher Education (HE) has been
one of the most active fields where attempts have been made to use such technologies
to aid in learning, facilitate information sharing and foster collaboration among teachers
and students, researchers and administrators. With the on-going development of social
media applications, enthusiastic academics have been practical innovators taking steps
to actively explore such tools in their pedagogic practice. A number of researchers have
concluded that the use of social media in HE for the advancement of teaching and
learning in education has been successful [20, 21, 25]. In addition to its use in support
of teaching, academics have begun to expand their use for a wide variety of other
purposes including for scientific and professional reasons [14]. Some authors have even
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argued that social media use may transform the very nature of academic communi-
cation, writing, scholarship, research patterns, relationships and identity [12, 16, 23, 24,
26]. Microblogging via Twitter is one of the most common examples of social media
being used in academia [13, 18]. Twitter is popular for its immediacy and efficiency.
Although limited to messages of 140 characters yet it can include links to photos,
videos or other online content [5, 7]. Despite the short length of messages, it can offer
continuous public discourse in an open environment. This feature differentiates it from
Facebook, which is more popularly used for establishing personal social networks
rather than public discourse [5]. Twitter has been found to support communication
activities and promote collaboration, through discussion, giving updates, questioning
and answering and providing suggestions that facilitate an increase in awareness
between scholars [8, 9].

While it has been seen that social media, and Twitter in particular, have been
widely used in academic contexts, most previous research focuses on simply identi-
fying the different ways Twitter is used. In contrast, this study emphasises the temporal
patterns of Twitter use, through in-depth quantitative and qualitative analyses of
Twitter activity by academics from the University of Sheffield. The paper seeks to
answer the following questions: (1) When do academics tweet? (2) Where do aca-
demics tweet? and (3) How often do academics receive feedback from their followers
on Twitter? While some researchers have established that Twitter has been widely used
in the education sector [4, 15, 18, 23], the patterns of daily usage, posting, and replying
are yet to be understood.

2 Methodology

This paper reports quantitative analysis conducted through a time-use analysis,
specifically episode sampling, of the use of Twitter by 28 academics from the
University of Sheffield, UK. Participants were selected based on the following criteria:
having a Twitter account that was being used for professional purposes; that their
account had been registered for at least a year; and that they were posting regularly – at
least one tweet per week. The data was compared with qualitative responses gathered
from the academics through interviews [22].

Participants were diverse in terms of disciplines, gender, age and levels of seniority.
Tables 1 and 2 give an overview of the demographics of participants.

Table 1. Academic status of participants.

Frequency Percent

Professor 9 32.1
Senior lecturer 5 17.9
Lecturer 8 28.6
Research fellow 3 10.7
University teacher 3 10.7
Total 28 100.0
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The sample made up a significant proportion of the early adopters of Twitter in the
institution concerned. The tables above reveal that most participants were professors
and lecturers and in the age group 40 to 49. The early adopters in this study show that
Twitter was adopted among people of differing academic seniority levels and age
groups in the university. This situation poses a challenge to the idea that digital tools
are mostly relevant for ‘young’ people or the ‘digital native’. The profile of the
respondents in this research is like that in the studies by Carpenter and Krutka [2, 3]
where they argued that most educators who use Twitter in the United States are in their
30s and 40s and suggests that the digital native stereotype is slowly changing despite
the claims of Prensky [17] and Risser [19]. Despite the small sample size, because of
the purposive sampling approach and the combination of quantitative data with insights
from the qualitative stage of the research the insights generated in this paper gives an
in-depth sense of the pattern of Twitter engagement, albeit not generalizable across the
whole academic population.

3 Results

3.1 Hourly Distribution

As seen in Fig. 1, academics send most of their tweets during working hours. However,
the peak period of tweeting is 7–9 am. This suggests that tweets are regularly posted as

Table 2. Age groups of participants.

Frequency Percent

20–29 3 10.7
30–39 8 28.6
40–49 10 35.7
50+ 7 25.0
Total 28 100.0

Fig. 1. Hourly distribution of tweets within a day
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the academic search for news items while they are on their way to work or immediately
upon arriving in the office.

3.2 Early Morning Twitter Activities

Participants mentioned that it had become automatic for them to browse the network
even in the early morning. Twitter becomes a means for them to receive the first news
of the day.

“I tell you what I do, when I get up in the morning I will always, before I leave the
house, I always look at Twitter, I always look at my timeline… You know what happens in the
world and who is saying what. From the Twitter feed I follow BBC breaking news. If I want to
get more information about that story I can follow them throughout the day; if I get time.”

“I look at it first the soonest I get out of bed on my phone but generally don’t respond
to anything then, I just look at it. Just see what is there.”

Participants indicated that the habit of opening Twitter serves as their first source of
information before performing other daily routines. The accessibility of social media
applications through mobile devices seems to play a key role in determining this
pattern. Twitter can be quickly and conveniently accessed because it is used on a
mobile device that is always at hand.

One academic described how she deliberately engages on Twitter early in the
morning, particularly when most of her colleagues are online.

“Normally, if I’m going to do it, very often before work. I think that the time when a lot
of people that I know are online is. You know you can get a report that tells you when your
followers are online. I did that for the department feed and I did it for mine at the same time
and my impression was that most of the people, you know… It’s like between eight and nine in
the morning when most people are at work, but not working.”

The trend showing that the engagement of academics gradually increases from 5 to
7 in the morning can be attributed to Twitter’s accessibility and mobility. As a con-
sequence, academics have developed a habit of tweeting during their commute. One
interviewee described how her tweeting activity increased when she started to commute
with public transportation due to the long journey involved:

“Part of the reason maybe that I started tweeting is because I commute, I commute 5
days a week and it is a train journey for about an hour so what tends to happen is I read all my
twitter feeds and then I read the news and the response to me on twitter and probably post
about the news.”

Another factor that affects the peaking of Twitter use in the early hours is the fact
that many participants collaborate with researchers from countries in different time
zones. For instance, since UK is five hours ahead of the USA, (e.g. Washington DC) so
major developments often occur over night. Twitter users wanted to catch up first thing
in the morning.

“In the morning, I see what everyone has been doing as well partly because as I say
you know I am friends with a lot of people in my field and that means there is always something
going on over night, you know I have colleagues who are I am interested in their work and
tweet in Canada and the States, so Australia.”
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3.3 Microbreaks

As seen from Fig. 1, most tweeting activities occur during work hours. From the
interviews, academics suggested that their Tweeting activity mostly occurs during
work.

“When I have a kind of admin-type day, if I’m doing lots of bits, small things like
emails, then I might well tweet in between, comment on things, retweet and so forth and when I
see interesting tweets I just retweet them… it’s sort of when it fits into what I’m doing other
things. Sometimes if I’m at the computer doing bits and pieces, like emailing or writing short
messages or something that perhaps doesn’t require lots and lots of focus and concentration on
doing one thing then I probably kind of tweet in between that.”

Academics seem to use Twitter while engaged in other work routines. This implies
a significant relationship between work patterns and Twitter use. In the interviews
academics mentioned that they use Twitter to ‘kill dead time’. This phenomenon could
be referred to as a ‘micro-break’, a short period of social network engagement while at
the workplace, with the aim to reenergize the self before returning to work routines. It
is a practice where a person initiates a distraction, a ‘self-interruption’ to focus on lower
level activities as a relief from the pressure of work. Micro-breaks can happen at any
time within the day, and it is at these points scholars are mostly active on Twitter.

In microbreaking academics multitask to achieve something beneficial in terms of
personal and academic endeavor, such as browsing for information to enlarge academic
knowledge; sharing research interests and outputs to create future collaborations; and
boosting visibility through communicating expertise in an academic discussion. Aca-
demics are typically multi-tasking: most of them have their Twitter account open
along-side emails and other research work on different windows of a single browser.

Participants talked about setting their own rules or philosophy regarding tweeting.
One professor strongly emphasized that he used Twitter only for purposes associated
with his professional responsibilities, stating that:

“So, I do Tweet in the office, I mean on my iPhone, my iPad, or whatever but you know
I, it’s something that is definitely work associated […] It’s something I do when I’m working …
Twitter stays in the work compartment of my life.”

Another commented:

“It’s like an accompaniment to my everyday work and because I think of Twitter more
as a work thing in a way, that I connect it with my academic, kind of online identity and things
like that […] I think because most of the people I follow are academic-related in some way that
I associate it with work space and work time.”

Thus, Twitter is seen mainly as a way to enrich professional working relationships.
The user builds a profile in a convenient way interaction and the visibility of tweets.
This shows how academics incorporate Twitter in their work routine, despite their tight
work schedule.

3.4 Follower Feedback Frequency

Interactive communication is an important aspect of how academics use Twitter. As is
evident in Fig. 2, the number of tweets made by academics is more than the replies
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received.However, there is strongcorrelationbetweenwhen tweets are sent out and replies
received as seen from the similarities inboth curves of the graph.This suggests thatTwitter
is interactive, with a strong culture of replies being sent to those who Tweet.

Most academics described how a significant use of Twitter was to connect with
small or large groups of people who share common interests and goals. These networks
included other academics, professionals, students, ex-students and people outside
academia.

“I had very supportive, interesting interactions with all of these nice people who kind of
then introduced me to other people and it made it feel like an actual community of people rather
than just a receptive, you know, somewhere where people broadcast.”

For this user, the supportive environment of the community served as an inspiration
for her to join Twitter. This meant that she was comfortable in actively communicating
and sharing updates and information while expanding her network.

“Well I think it’s very useful for keeping in touch with your colleagues and with people
in your field and I think it helps you to feel like you’re a part of the community of practice… it’s
very useful because you get to understand what people are talking about, what people are
thinking is important, what the debates are, what the problems are, so I think it’s very useful as
a professional tool for feeling like you’re a part of a community of researchers.”

Another academic believed that tweeting about her research collaborations with
colleagues made her become more engaged with her work as well as with the com-
munity of people that participated in the project. This relates to the earlier findings that
Twitter use peaks at different times of the day when collaborators are able to com-
municate across time zones, across temporal and geographical boundaries, as also
shown earlier in the paper. The use of Twitter becomes interactive with tweets and
replies.

“Twitter helps me connect with everybody in the project really fast and it helps me connect
and helps me think about the project. I think the project has a Twitter excitement about it.”

Fig. 2. Hourly distribution of tweets sent and replies received by academics within 24 h.
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4 Discussion

The active users recruited for this study were well distributed across ages and levels of
seniority, rather than being clustered into younger age groups. This suggests that it
should not be assumed that early adopters in this context are necessarily young or
junior staff. Both the temporal patterns (hourly, daily and weekly) in the use of Twitter
are suggestive that the practice is seen primarily as a professional matter. Although
academics Tweet a lot in the two hours before the working day starts, they did not do so
much in the evening or at the weekend. Indeed, most tweets are sent in working hours.
Tweeting activity is spread across the whole day and week. Twitter offers a
micro-break a “productive interruption” to routine work tasks, that when spread
through the day can reenergize the scholar.

The data shows that academics use Twitter throughout the day but particularly in
the morning and activity declines gradually later in the day. This finding is consistent
with the findings of Carpenter and Krutka [3] that 84% of educators use Twitter daily
or multiple times a day for their professional, as well as for personal purposes. In terms
of communicative use, the content of the conversations generally included discussions
of academic research and information; asking for help from other colleagues in regards
to research ideas or teaching; providing assistance/feedback to those from a similar
research background, which involves an informal collaborative purpose; teaching or
research activity; participating in social conversation with the audience; occasionally
voicing suggestions or concerns; and using the technology as another informal channel
to receive teaching feedback directly from students. Participants reported that having a
dialogue on Twitter is a supplement to existing communication mechanisms. This is in
line with the findings of Carpenter and Krutka [2] where they observed that certain
purposes have corresponding time signatures in terms of frequency and duration. In
particular, they observed that academics mostly spend a longer time on Twitter when
doing back channeling (77.39). However, they also frequently use the platform to
participate in Twitter chats (36.49) and in networking (33.99), which is related to what
was observed in this study.

Although scholars send more tweets than they receive replies, the rate and pat-
terning of replying, is suggestive of a culture of supportive interaction through Twitter.
Again, this is consistent with the interview data, which showed that academics felt a
strong sense of participating in a wide and supportive community of interest through
Twitter. Further, the data is suggestive that where Twitter use becomes habitual it is
experienced as a positive addition to available communication tools. Although there is
some blurring of boundaries between personal and public activities, as indicated by a
significant use out of working hours, for these academics use of Twitter is experienced
as beneficial. The finding, in relation to Twitter’s role as a feedback channel through
replies and retweets, supports Carpenter and Krutka’s (2015) [3] conclusion that
Twitter becomes “a space of enthusiasm, invigoration, empowerment and connection”
(p. 722). Lalonde (p. 119) [20] notes similarly that ‘the open nature of Twitter means
these learning networks are now no longer confined to closed and private spaces, but
are able to be open and public, which increases the opportunities for collaboration,
connections and learning opportunities’. Harvey argues that low variation in the
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temporal location often indicates that actors have little freedom in exercising a given
activity. But in this case academics’ hourly, daily and weekly engagement in Twitter
did vary. This reflects the fact that they engage freely with it, as part of their everyday
academic and non-academic activities.

5 Limitations of the Study

The research only gathered one-off data from the academics from the University of
Sheffield who are enthusiasts of Twitter, other research could be done by considering
alternative data collection periods and sampling methods. A longer timeframe and
wider geographic coverage could be carried out in future research. In undertaking such
future research, it is suggested that diary writing would be a good method of data
collection to supplement twitter data and interviews, because this would generate
deeper insights based on the experiences, practice and time use of the academics.
Further, analysis could also be done based on demographics to verify the difference of
use among younger and less experienced teachers and their old-timer counterparts.
Students’ experiences and time-use might also be explored in future studies.

6 Implications for Policy and Practice

While it has been emphasized that this research could not generate a generalizable
picture for the majority of academics who use Twitter, the authors still believe that the
findings have significant implications for HE policy makers and faculty members. For
example, institutional policy makers can find encouragement in the findings to
acknowledge the potential of social media in the learning and teaching process, as well
as in professional development of teachers. The temporal pattern of use, in short breaks
spread through the day, is suggestive of alternative models for continuing professional
development.

References

1. Aharony, N.: Web 2.0 use by librarians. Libr. Inf. Sci. Res. 31(1), 29–37 (2009). https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.lisr.2008.06.004

2. Carpenter, J.P., Krutka, D.G.: How and why educators use Twitter: a survey of the field.
J. Res. Technol. Educ. 46(4), 414–434 (2014)

3. Carpenter, J.P., Krutka, D.G.: Engagement through microblogging: educator professional
development via Twitter. Prof. Dev. Educ. 41(4), 707–728 (2015). https://doi.org/10.1080/
19415257.2014.939294

4. Dunn, J.: 100 ways to use Twitter in education, by degree of difficulty (2012). http://
edudemic.com/2012/04/100-ways-to-use-twitter-in-education-by-degree-of-difficulty/

5. Ebner, M., Lienhardt, C., Rohs, M., Meyer, I.: Microblogs in higher education - a chance to
facilitate informal and process-oriented learning? Comput. Educ. 55(1), 92–100 (2010).
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2009.12.006/

64 N. Ahmad Kharman Shah and A. M. Cox

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.lisr.2008.06.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.lisr.2008.06.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2014.939294
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2014.939294
http://edudemic.com/2012/04/100-ways-to-use-twitter-in-education-by-degree-of-difficulty/
http://edudemic.com/2012/04/100-ways-to-use-twitter-in-education-by-degree-of-difficulty/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2009.12.006/


6. Grosseck, G.: To use or not to use web 2.0 in higher education? Procedia - Soc. Behav. Sci.
1(1), 478–482 (2009). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2009.01.087

7. Harvey, A.S.: Guidelines for time use data collection and analysis. In: Pentland, W.E.,
Harvey, A.S., Lawton, M.P., McColl, M.A. (eds.) Time Use Research in the Social Sciences,
pp. 19–45. Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, New York (1999)

8. Holotescu, C., Grosseck, G.: Using microblogging in education. Case study: Cirip. ro.
Procedia - Soc. Behav. Sci. 1(1), 495–501 (2008). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.
2009.01.090

9. Honeycutt, C., Herring, S.C.: Beyond microblogging: conversation and collaboration via
Twitter. In: Proceedings of the 42nd Annual Hawaii International Conference on System
Sciences, (HICSS), Hawaii, USA (2009). https://doi.org/10.1109/hicss.2009.602

10. Junco, R., Heiberger, G., Loken, E.: The effect of Twitter on college student engagement and
grades. J. Comput. Assist. Learn. 27(2), 119–132 (2011). https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-
2729.2010.00387.x

11. Kaplan, A.M., Haenlein, M.: Users of the world, unite! The challenges and opportunities of
social media. Bus. Horiz. 53(1), 59–68 (2010). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2009.09.
003/

12. Kirkup, G.: Academic blogging: academic practice and academic identity. Lond. Rev. Educ.
8(1), 75–84 (2010). https://doi.org/10.1080/14748460903557803

13. Lalonde, C.: The Twitter experience: the role of Twitter in the formation and maintenance of
personal learning networks. Unpublished MA thesis, Royal Roads University (2011). http://
hdl.handle.net/10170/451

14. Lupton, D.: ‘Feeling better connected’: academics’ use of social media. News & Media
Research Center, University of Canberra, Canberra (2014)

15. Mulatiningsih, B., Partridge, H., Davis, K.: Exploring the role of Twitter in the professional
practice of LIS professionals: a pilot study. Aust. Libr. J. 62(3), 204–217 (2013). https://doi.
org/10.1080/00049670.2013.806998

16. Nicholas, D., Rowlands, I.: Social media use in the research workflow. Inf. Serv. Use 31
(1–2), 61–83 (2011). https://doi.org/10.3233/ISU-2011-0623

17. Prensky, M.: Digital natives, digital immigrants. On Horiz. 9(5), 1–6 (2001)
18. Reinhardt, W., Ebner, M., Beham, G., Costa, C.: How people are using Twitter during

conferences. In: Hornung-Prähauser, V., Luckmann, M. (eds.) Creativity and Innovation
Competencies on the Web, Proceeding of 5. EduMedia conference, pp. 145–156, Salzburg
(2009). http://lamp.tu-graz.ac.at/*i203/ebner/publication/09_edumedia.pdf

19. Rhode, J.: Using Twitter for teaching, learning, and professional development. Northern
Illinois University, Social Media Series (2012). http://www.slideshare.net/jrhode/using-
twitter-for-teaching-learning-and-professional-development

20. Risser, H.S.: Virtual induction: a novice teacher’s use of Twitter to form an informal
mentoring network. Teach. Teach. Educ. 35, 25–33 (2013)

21. Seal, K.C., Przasnyski, Z.H.: Using the World Wide Web for teaching improvement.
Comput. Educ. 36(1), 33–40 (2001). https://doi.org/10.1016/s0360-1315(00)00049-x

22. Selwyn, N.: Social media in higher education. In: Gladman, A. (ed.) The Europa World of
Learning, pp. 1–9. Routledge, London (2012)

23. Shah, N.A.K.: Factors influencing academics’ use of microblogging in higher education.
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Sheffield, United Kingdom (2015)

24. Veletsianos, G.: Open practices and identity: evidence from researchers and educators’ social
media participation. Br. J. Educ. Technol. 44(4), 639–651 (2013). https://doi.org/10.1111/
bjet.12052

Analysing the Pattern of Twitter activities 65

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2009.01.087
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2009.01.090
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2009.01.090
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/hicss.2009.602
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2729.2010.00387.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2729.2010.00387.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2009.09.003/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bushor.2009.09.003/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14748460903557803
http://hdl.handle.net/10170/451
http://hdl.handle.net/10170/451
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00049670.2013.806998
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00049670.2013.806998
http://dx.doi.org/10.3233/ISU-2011-0623
http://lamp.tu-graz.ac.at/~i203/ebner/publication/09_edumedia.pdf
http://www.slideshare.net/jrhode/using-twitter-for-teaching-learning-and-professional-development
http://www.slideshare.net/jrhode/using-twitter-for-teaching-learning-and-professional-development
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/s0360-1315(00)00049-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/bjet.12052
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/bjet.12052


25. Veletsianos, G., Kimmons, R., French, K.D.: Instructor experiences with a social networking
site in a higher education setting: expectations, frustrations, appropriation, and compart-
mentalization. Educ. Technol. Res. Dev. 61(2), 255–278 (2013). https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11423-012-9284-z

26. Wankel, L.A., Wankel, C.: Connecting on campus with new media: introduction to higher
education administration with social media. In: Wankel, L.A., Wankel, C. (eds.)
Cutting-Edge Technologies in Higher Education, vol. 2, pp. xi–xviii. Emerald (2011).
http://doi.org/10.1108/S2044-9968(2011)0000002003

27. Weller, M.: The digital scholar: how technology is transforming scholarly practice.
Bloomsbury, London (2011)

66 N. Ahmad Kharman Shah and A. M. Cox

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11423-012-9284-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11423-012-9284-z
http://doi.org/10.1108/S2044-9968(2011)0000002003

	Analysing the Pattern of Twitter Activities Among Academics in a UK Higher Education Institution
	Abstract
	1 Introduction
	2 Methodology
	3 Results
	3.1 Hourly Distribution
	3.2 Early Morning Twitter Activities
	3.3 Microbreaks
	3.4 Follower Feedback Frequency

	4 Discussion
	5 Limitations of the Study
	6 Implications for Policy and Practice
	References




