
A Little Birdie Told Me: Factors that Influence
the Diffusion of Twitter in Newsrooms

Alecia Swasy

Twitter has become a global, social media platform that is reshaping the way
journalists communicate, gather information, and disseminate news. This study
builds on the relatively young field of research by using diffusion of innovation
theory to gauge what factors influence the spread and adoption of Twitter.
Case-study and in-depth interview methods were used in collecting data from
50 journalists at 4 metropolitan newspapers. Results show that the adoption and
implementation of Twitter relies on peer pressure and coaching to get reluctant
journalists to try Twitter. Adoption is then immediate because journalists see how
Twitter is a gateway to new sources of information and story tips. Ultimately,
journalists embrace Twitter because it provides instant gratification from followers,
allowing them to share stories with a broader, global audience.

Introduction

The Denver Post’s online night producer was about to go home when he made
one last check of his Twitter account at about 1 a.m., July 20, 2012. The tweet said
multiple gunshots had been fired at a movie theater in Aurora, Colorado. The night
editor called the metro editor and others to get back to work, allowing the Post to
quickly get a story on its Web site and in the morning newspaper. Twelve people
were killed and dozens more injured in the theater shooting, making it one of the
deadliest rampages in United States history. “If the night producer hadn’t checked
Twitter, we would’ve been way behind,” said Dan Petty, then social media editor at
the Post. (D. Petty, personal communication, April 11, 2014).
Twitter, which has grown into a dominant force in social media circles, now

influences the practices inside newsrooms like the Denver Post. Founded by four
friends in 2006, Twitter started because these four “lonely people came together to
build a product designed to connect them to each other and the world around them”

(Honan, 2013, p. 1). Limited to just 140 characters, a tweet is a fast, shorter version
of email that can reach a broader audience.
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Twitter has emerged as a respected source of information, not just a social platform
where friends share photos. Tweeters want to know what’s going on and then share it
with others, making it more of an information distillery that helps users avoid
information overload (Johnson & Yang, 2009). Twitter reports that it has more than
200 million people tweeting 400 million times a day (Tsukayama, 2013).
As news organizations struggle to attract and retain customers, many agree that they

must figure out a way to integrate these social media platforms into their daily habits
and routines if they are going to successfully lead readers to the original newspaper
and Web site for content. Specifically, given Twitter’s role as an information distillery,
many scholars, editors, and publishers want to know how Twitter can be incorporated
into the routines of news gathering, reader engagement, and promotion of their
products (Ahmad, 2010, Barnard, 2012).
Drawing on the diffusion of innovation (DOI) theory, this study analyzes the

introduction, adoption, and institutionalization of the use of the innovation of
Twitter in U.S. newspapers. Specifically, this study asks: What are the main factors
that affect the diffusion, adoption, and speed of implementation of Twitter in news-
rooms? Diffusion of innovation theory (Rogers, 1962) helps explain the process of
adoption of technological breakthroughs by individuals and organizations. Rogers
defined innovation as an idea, practice and object that is considered new.
To answer the questions regarding the adoption and institutionalization of Twitter in

the newsrooms, interviews were conducted with 50 journalists at four metropolitan
newspapers—the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, the Dallas Morning News, the
Denver Post, and the Tampa Bay Times—from March to June, 2014. Semi-structured
interviews were used in an effort to see how journalists came to test and adopt Twitter
into their daily routines

Literature Review

Rogers (1962) defined innovation as an idea, practice, and object that is
considered new.

Diffusion is a kind of social change, defined as the process by which alteration
occurs in the structure and function of a social system. When new ideas are
invented, diffused, and are adopted or rejected, leading to certain consequences,
social change occurs. (Rogers, 1962, p. 6)

Rogers was a rural sociologist, but drew upon other disciplines such as anthropology
and education to develop his theory. His earliest studies focused on agriculture,
specifically how Midwestern farmers heard about, then tested a new kind of hybrid
corn seed on their farms. In 1971, Rogers updated his theory by using it to
evaluate social systems. Rogers described innovation as a process where the new
idea, technology, or other breakthrough is shared through certain channels over time
among members of the same social system. It can be broken down into the four
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separate components that influence the scope and speed of the diffusion: 1) What is
nature of the innovation? 2) What is the influence of the social system on adopting the
innovation? 3) What are the communications channels used to spread the innovation?
and 4) How much time is required for the innovation to be adopted?

Nature of the Innovation

According to Rogers, an innovation must clear five more hurdles before it is adopted
or rejected in the context of the social system and communications channels. They are:
1) Relative advantage over existing innovations; 2) Compatibility to existing work
routines; 3) Complexity of the innovation; 4) Trialability, or is it easy to experiment
with the innovation? and 5) Observability, or how visible is it to colleagues and bosses?
In this study, the innovation being studied is Twitter. It is a technological change

because it is a new way to gather and disseminate information. Historically, journalists
have had to copewith other seismic changes, such as email and the explosion of Internet
search engines Yahoo and Google. Gilmor (2004) describes it as the “first draft of
history” being written, in part, by the former audience now publishing online. Email is
limited to a person’s list of professional and personal contacts. Twitter allows users to
search all Twitter accounts for news on Iraq or Billy Joel’s concert schedule. Twitter
allows complete strangers to get acquainted. Twitter has become a new kind of public
sphere where anyone can exchange ideas, a key part of democracy (Craft & Davis,
2013). Habermas (1962) defined the public sphere as society engaged in public debate.
All citizens have access to this sphere and can talk without any interference. As Gilmore
(2004) pointed out about the Internet, these exchanges are a shift because readers can
now join or even start the conversation. The explosion of smart phones and social media
such as Facebook and Twitter allow consumers to customize their own news sites and
focus on the content they want to read (Dahlgren, 2009). Unlike posting a comment on a
news organization’s Web site, Twitter users decide what to promote as content, rather
than just reacting to what a newspaper has posted to its Web site.

Social System for Diffusion of Innovation

The next determinant of innovation is the social system through which the innovation
has been introduced. For instance, a social system is a group of people who share a
common goal. In the case of a newsroom, the social system is a group of reporters and
editors covering the news.

Communication Channels

The communications channels, as defined by Rogers (1962), rely on people
teaching others about new innovations. Diffusion requires a certain amount of
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“heterophily’’ or differences among people. If two people share knowledge of the
innovation, no diffusion occurs because both are already aware of it (Rogers, 1962).
The communications channels in the process of adopting Twitter include informal

conversations among reporters, managers’ memos on how to use Twitter, and emails
among reporters and colleagues at competing publications.

Speed of Diffusion

Rogers’ final determinant is how much time is needed for the innovation to be
adopted. In the case of Twitter, some reporters who are already active via personal
social media accounts may be the early adopters of the innovation in the workplace.
Others might be slower to buy into the idea because they view sending out multiple
tweets a day as just another chore on their “To Do” list.

Application of DOI in Newsroom Studies

To inform this study, it is helpful to look at what other scholars have done with
diffusion of innovation theory and the study of innovations in newsrooms. Scholars
such as Singer (2004) and Garrison (2000, 2001) used the theory to judge the impact
of technological changes, such as convergence between local newspapers and
television stations and increased use of online databases. They identified key hurdles
in the adoption of a new technology: fear of trying something new, finding time
required to experiment and master it, and the pressures to churn out even more
stories (Duhe, Mortimer, & San Chow, 2004; Singer, 2004). It is reasonable to
speculate that Twitter could have a similar effect. Reporters are constantly on dead-
line and tweeting out story updates could be seen as a tedious task that cuts into their
reporting and writing time.
Rogers’ theory of diffusion of innovation provides a good framework for studying the

use of Twitter in newspapers. For instance, his four components of diffusion are a good
way to analyze how Twitter is viewed and used, how it is spread among colleagues,
how long the process takes, and the role of opinion leaders in that process.

Methods

Case Selection and Recruitment of Participants

To understand how Twitter is being used and its benefits to reporters and their
newspapers, a case study approach was adopted. To study the impact of Twitter
at U.S. metropolitan newspapers, four metropolitan newspapers—the Atlanta
Journal-Constitution, the Dallas Morning News, the Denver Post, and the Tampa
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Bay Times—were selected for case studies of how reporters and editors use Twitter.
These four newspapers have designated social media editors and are the largest
newspapers in their home states. Selecting these newspapers provided geographic
diversity and access to larger groups of reporters and editors. Reporters and editors
were recruited through emails and calls. Some journalists asked to remain anon-
ymous and are referred to as “reporter” or “editor” throughout. Only a few people
requested anonymity for some of their comments. In total, 57 journalists were
approached; only 7 did not respond to interview requests. The data were collected
by conducting interviews of 30 to 60 minutes. In total, 50 journalists at the four
newspapers were interviewed. Basic demographic questions were asked to deter-
mine age, journalism experience, titles, and duties. The ages of the journalists—
predominantly editors, reporters, and online producers—ranged from an average of
31 years old in Dallas to 45 years old at the Times. The oldest respondent was
59 years old, while the youngest was 23 years old. Three of the four newspapers—all
but the News—have 20-something-year-olds in specific social media leadership
roles. The interviews were evenly divided between men and women.
Interview questions were developed based on the review of literature to answer

the question about how a new technology such as Twitter is diffused in a newsroom.
For instance, questions were asked to determine the relative advantage, and compat-
ibility of Twitter. (What is the advantage of Twitter versus existing technologies, such
as email?) Other questions explored the communications channels used to encou-
rage the use of Twitter. (Is there a champion for Twitter in your newsroom?)
Additional questions asked about how senior management measures Twitter usage.
(Does senior management share Twitter activity and measures with the newsroom?)
For a complete list of questions, see Appendix A.

Interview notes were transcribed and participants’ responses were then coded
and grouped into separate Word documents based on the original set of questions.
For instance, answers to questions about journalists adopting Twitter after being
influenced by family, friends, or peers were collected into one document. The
author then reviewed the responses and assessed them on several criteria. For
instance, what are the most specific answers, showing details that illustrate the
responses to the question: How is your Twitter use influenced by others? (i.e., A
reporter gives a specific name of colleague or friend who coached them on using
Twitter versus saying “everybody is using it.”) Which responses represent a diversity
of voices—reporters versus editors, men versus women, and ample voices from
each publication?
That produced a smaller set of anecdotes and quotes for inclusion in the manu-

script. In addition, important themes emerged when the quotes were reviewed again.
For instance, reporters consistently commented on their bosses’ use of Twitter. That
led to discussions about how they are evaluated on Twitter. This second review of
quotes led to another round of informal coding to group those comments together for
interpretation in the findings section
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Findings

Rogers’ diffusion of innovation theory suggests that innovations must be advanta-
geous as well as 1) talked about, 2) proved easy to use, 3) considered an improvement
over the past, and 4) spread by trusted colleagues.

Communications Channels and Knowledge Transfer

Family, friends, and peers clearly influence whether journalists adopt Twitter.
More than half of the 50 journalists interviewed said they adopted Twitter because
they first observed others using it. This is especially true when certain journalists
are seen as technology leaders in their news organizations. At the Tampa Bay
Times, that person was Matt Waite, a journalist who helped launch one of the
Times’ most successful online ventures, PolitiFact, a Web site that fact-checks
claims made by politicians. He showed his friend and colleague Craig Pittman
the benefits of Twitter, which was enough for the environmental reporter to set up
his own Twitter account. “I tend to follow the tech cues of Matt. I let Matt do the
Beta test.”
Kevin G. Riley, editor of the AJC, got on Twitter in early 2009 after meeting

with newsroom bloggers. “They pressured me to get on Twitter and begin tweet-
ing as the editor. They made a bunch of suggestions on what I should do. If
you’re not participating in it, it’s hard to lead a newsroom that has to participate
in it,” Riley said. His greatest concern was putting himself out there for “relentless
attacks.”
“As the editor, you tend to hear from really hostile people on the fringe of issues.”

He gets some of that, but more often, he believes tweeting connects him with the
audience. Sometimes in amusing ways: a diner recognized him at a local café and
tweeted out that the AJC editor was eating breakfast. He also uses social media to
engage readers in topics he’s mulling for his twice-monthly column (K. Riley,
personal communication, June 18, 2014).
The interviews showed that the most important communication channel in the

adoption of Twitter in newsrooms is the influence of colleagues. Word spreads as
journalists saw how it can help them find sources or distribute stories to a broader
audience. It is interesting to note that reporters were the trailblazers in all four of the
newsrooms. Senior editors are not as active as their staffs. For instance, Bob Mong,
editor of the News, joined in August, 2011, and had tweeted about 1,800 times (as of
July, 2014). Neil Brown, editor of the Times, joined in March, 2009, but has tweeted
only about 200 times. To give some perspective, the AJC’s Braves reporter, David
O’Brien, has tweeted 82,000 times since joining in October, 2009. This supports
research by Dugan (2011) who found that only three of the top 10 U.S. editors
engage on Twitter. Editors said they view their roles as encouraging those on the
front lines of news to use Twitter.
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Experiencing Twitter: Compatibility and Complexity

One issue that determines whether someone adopts a new technology is whether
it is easily tried or tested (Rogers, 1962). A challenge facing journalists using Twitter
is navigating the line between their personal and professional lives. Journalists have
to be careful what they write, even in their personal tweets, because the public
always views them as representing a large news organization. If a journalist tweets
negative comments about a politician, readers are likely to view that as the opinion
of the newspaper, not a personal viewpoint. That jeopardizes both the reporter and
news organization’s credibility with readers (Davis & Craft, 2000). Those who were
early adopters often blended pictures of friends bar hopping with Tweets with links to
their news stories. That gave senior management at the Tampa Bay Times reason to
move slowly in the adoption of the social media platform because they did not want
any journalists’ personal activities to sully the reputation of the Times’ brand. “People
following a reporter all of a sudden would see a tweet about a girl he just saw at
McDonald’s,” said Joe DeLuca, publisher of the Times’ Web site. “That was a real
problem and from a leadership standpoint, that was what held (our adoption of
Twitter) back.” (J. DeLuca, personal communication, 20 March, 2013).
Others have learned to not mix their professional Twitter account with their

personal lives. Male reporters said this was lesson learned when they became
passionate about their sports teams.

I was watching a baseball game and the pitcher for the Rangers was in the 9th

inning and it was a perfect game. He gave up a hit. I used the “F” word multiple
times. I heard from a boss the next day. It wasn’t a finger-wagging. It was more
of a gentle hand on the shoulder and a reminder of that probably wasn’t the best
idea. He handled it very well.

Another measure of Rogers’ (1962) diffusion of innovation theory is whether the
innovation is compatible with users’ existing lifestyles, work patterns, and routines.
Given that Twitter is a free service based on the Internet, Twitter appears to be quite
compatible with journalists’ routines. In addition, most of those interviewed said they
use it while out of the office via their smart phones. And it is the first thing they check
when they wake up in the morning.
Reporters said Twitter is often a faster way to reach news sources. Ryan Rusak,

political editor at the News, views Twitter as sometimes less intrusive than calling
because people can answer a tweet while in a meeting versus having to stop every-
thing and answer a ringing phone. “I reach out on Twitter versus cold calling or
email and they are more likely to respond because there’s a lower threshold there,”
Rusak said. (R. Rusak, personal communication, 24 March, 2014). Sarah Blaskovich,
digital entertainment and music editor at the News, uses it to get to people who are
“not answering their phones. Talking on the phone is tougher and tougher each year.
They prefer to text or email me.” This strategy worked when she was tracking down a
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local disc jockey who had been fired by a radio station. “He works weird hours. I
sent him a direct message on Twitter while he was probably still in bed. He tweeted
me back and said ‘I’m up and moving at 11. You can call me on my cellphone.’”
(S. Blaskovich, personal communication, April 20, 2014).

Changing the Culture andOrganizational Structure to Incorporate Twitter

The Times formed a social media advisory group in 2013 to come upwith guidelines
and strategies on how to maximize the benefit of being on social media platforms.
DeLuca and others gathered a team from various departments and named Amber
McDonald, digital audience specialist, as its chair. “We wanted to tap into the whole
generation who use social media as an appendage. They understand it. I’m not of that
generation…We’re really listening to them…they are fabulously smart and creative.”
The overall goal at the Times was to establish a social media presence that would

cement the brand name, not dilute it with “17 different Facebook pages that look like
17 different companies,” DeLuca said.
Another complexity of Twitter is figuring out the right blend of what and when to

tweet. At the News, for instance, the social media team schedules tweets from sports
and entertainment to go out at assigned times during the day. “There is a lot of
competition internally to get on the flagship Twitter account,” said Amanda Wilkins,
senior digital editor for entertainment at the News. “We had trouble getting things
out.” Her argument for more entertainment and lifestyle tweets is: “Can we give
people something a little less doom and gloom?” Finding that right mix of hard news
and lighter fare, along with how to have regularly scheduled tweets and still maintain
some spontaneity and breaking news, is a challenge for all four newsrooms. Every
department has its own priorities about what should go out on the flagship Twitter
account versus individual reporters’ tweets. “I’m not sure how much the journalism
world understands the value of social media. We’re still trying to figure it out. It’s like
the Baptist church. You have three lunches and 17 meetings before you do
anything,” Wilkins said. (A. Wilkins, personal communications, April 24, 2014).
Others argue that breaking news can get drowned out because of those scheduled

tweets. “There will be breaking news, but we’re still tweeting things about ice cream
sundaes and puppies,” said Sarah Mervosh, News crime reporter. She recalls when the
fertilizer plant inWest, Texas exploded in April 2013, killing 15 people and injuring more
than 300. She describes the push to get the explosion news out as having to “highjack the
Twitter account for live tweeting.” (S.Mervosh, personal communications, 24April, 2014).

Cultural Hurdles & Professional Norms

Getting a news staff engaged in a new technology also depends on working the
new practice into existing professional norms. With Twitter, editors at the four
newspapers are struggling with the balance between mandating that reporters hit
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certain quotas for social media participation versus trusting them to incorporate it
into their daily routines.
Inside the News, there is considerable confusion about senior management’s

expectations for Twitter. Editors met with reporting teams to establish quotas on
social media usage. But how the quotas are interpreted and enforced is a source of
dispute. One senior editor was quite blunt about the subject:

Do we have a clue what we’re doing? We are making it up as we’re going
along. We’ve not received a lot of direction on what to do. There is a social
media quota. What that led to is the department head to say to reporters. “How
many did you write? About the same as last month?” That’s junk. Measuring
quality is much harder than measuring quantity. That’s manufactured engage-
ment. There are people who are really, really into it. Others who have no
interest at all and are allowed to go on that way.

The sentiments expressed by News staffers shows ambiguity, which Singer (2004)
found when studying the convergence efforts at four U.S. newspapers. If senior manage-
ment does not give clear directions, mandates will be ignored or be poorly enforced.
George Rodrique, former managing editor at the News, said the social media

quotas were met with skepticism. “Half of them thought it was an annoyance,” he
said. As for policies on tweeting, he describes the policy as “Do it, but do it wisely.”
(G. Rodrique, personal communications, April 24, 2014). The AJC, Post, and Times
do not have quotas for social media use.
Twitter has unleashed a flurry of bad information mixed in with legitimate,

accurate news. That’s a culture shift because news organizations traditionally
research content and shun contributions from untrained amateurs (Singer, 2010).
They have good reason to be nervous. Both Fox News and NBC News incorrectly
tweeted the death of Florida’s longest serving congressman Bill Young in
October 2013. The mistake appears to have originated on Twitter with a Florida
blogger named Peter Schorsch, who tweeted that the congressman had died, attri-
buting the information to a member of the Young family, according to bustle.com.
Professional journalists can also make bad calls on what to tweet. Former News

managing editor Rodrique said the newsroom has seen some “social media food
fights. Even things that aren’t brain surgery can be surprisingly difficult.” When asked
for examples, he replied: “That’s something we don’t want to talk about. People are
people especially in the heat of a give and take and they say things they regret.”
The News was criticized after the sports department tweeted about a photo

slideshow created to introduce readers to the new University of Texas coach
Charlie Strong. Legendary football coach Lou Holtz once described Strong as “not
a hip hop coach.” The tweet went out without attributing the quote to Holtz, leading
readers to believe this was a commentary from the News, not Holtz’s opinion.
“It looked mildly racist, maybe pretty racist, so a lot of people pounced on it,” said
one editor. “It was not our best moment.”
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The AJC took some heat for a tweet about a Georgia man winning the state lottery.
“$1Million GA Lottery Winner Willie Lynch can get 40 acres and a whole lotta mules.”
The tweet was considered racist by many readers because it made light of what General
Sherman promised to former slaves after the end of the Civil War. In addition, others on
Twitter pointed out that the African American lottery winner, Willie Lynch, has the same
name as a slave owner who allegedly counseled other plantation owners on how to
control their slaves. The AJC removed the tweet and issued an apology.
It was a blow to the AJC, which has a solid place in history as an early and staunch

defender of civil rights. LegendaryAJC editor Gene Patterson won the 1967 Pulitzer for
editorial columns about racial inequalities (McFadden, 2013). “We’re in the South,”
said Charles Gay, AJC deputy managing editor for local news. The paper is “still
considered a big institution that has not always cared about what’s happening. It
was a set back.” (C. Gay, personal communication, 20 May, 2014). While media
commentators speculated that someone would be fired for the tweet, no one lost their
job. Editor Riley held a staff meeting at which he tried to reassure nervous staffers who
were now hesitant to use Twitter. Riley told the staff to “continue to be out there on
Twitter and use good judgment,” said reporter Scott Trubey. “This paper has built up a
reputation of a century of good journalism. Having your boss go out there and say he
still wants you to be out there on Twitter and engage in it and be entertaining and
informative was a big relief” (S. Trubey, personal communication, 20 May, 2014).
Editor Riley said the staff had additional training on social media after the event.

“The reality is we are still depending on the judgment and the dedication of our
journalists. We need to always remember that,” Riley said.
Editors are reluctant to talk about personnel issues or punishment handed out for

missteps on social media. Based on what editors said in interviews, no one has been
fired solely for their comments on social media. Instead, mishaps have led to more
training and meetings to remind people to avoid delicate subjects such as race or sex.

Peer and Expert Opinions about Tweeting

The final element influencing adoption of Twitter is whether the technology is
observable to others. In this case, are journalists’ peers, bosses, and readers noticing
their tweets? The Times’ business columnist Bob Trigaux, a veteran of 35 years as a
business journalist, saw how much his tweeting got noticed in his 2013 coverage of
Progress Energy’s failed Crystal River nuclear power plant. Duke Energy bought out
Progress Energy and inherited the troubled nuclear plant in the deal. Duke decided
to shut it down. Florida’s Public Service Commission, which oversees rates charged
by utility companies, allowed Duke to raise consumers’ utility bills to cover the plant
closing cost.

It got a lot of feedback and it played fairly heavily on Twitter. That is one that
generated a lot of hits to the link with additional responses and emails. All were
expressions of outrage. (B. Trigaux, personal communication, 27 March, 2014)
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The currency of Twitter is the number of followers users attract. That has created
competition among colleagues to see who can build the biggest following. Joy
Tipping, staff writer for the Dallas Morning News, recalls seeing a colleague’s
Twitter following grow to 2,500 people, provoking her friendly rivalry. “That just
ticked me off,” Tipping recalled. “You are not going to have more Twitter followers
than I do.” She tells this story with a hearty laugh, almost mocking herself and the
idea that the number of followers really matters (J. Tipping, personal communication,
23 April, 2014).

Discussion

The research data on how Twitter has been received by journalists at four metropolitan
newspapers show that the social platform is embraced as an innovative technology that is
becoming a routine part of journalists’ daily routines.
This study used Rogers’s theory of diffusion of innovation (1962) to examine how

communications channels and an organization’s social system can help or hinder the
adoption of an innovation. Very few of the journalists said they immediately incor-
porated Twitter into their daily routines. Instead, they signed up to check it out, then
generally forgot about it. They reconnected with the platform when peers talked
about its ease, uses, and reach or when they were encouraged by their bosses to
become active on social media. Technology leaders in a newsroom are vital to the
implementation of Twitter. At the Times, former staffer Matt Waite was one of the
early adopters of new technologies. His friend and colleague, Craig Pittman,
watched how Waite used Twitter, and then adopted it for his own use.
In some cases, the most senior editors had to get a nudge from staffers to use

Twitter, especially to help promote their work. In Atlanta, AJC editor Riley said his
paper’s bloggers pushed him to take advantage of his stature as editor to tweet about
stories. Since his arrival, he has become one of the public faces of the AJC through
tweets, along with radio and television promotions for upcoming stories.
It is clear from the data that journalists need to feel the support of senior management

if they are going to feel brave enough to experiment with Twitter. Part of that is the
culture of the newsroom. Quotas do not seem to work. Some at the News now view
social media as just another task to check off the “to do” list, even guessing at numbers
on the monthly reports to their bosses. To be sure, there are curmudgeons in all
four newsrooms who still scoff at the need to be on Twitter, resisting any encouragement
or quotas.
Journalists appear to respond better to their self-imposed goals, such as the friendly

competition to see who can gain the most followers, which is the currency in the
world of Twitter. Every newsroom is still grappling with the boundary of trying to be
funny or edgy without offending readers. Some missteps are innocent mistakes, such
as tweeting the f-word while watching your team miss a key play during a baseball
game. It is one of the downsides of Twitter for journalists—you are forever identified
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as working for the newspaper when you participate in a very public forum. To the
public, reporters have no separate identity, even when using a personal Twitter
account instead of their newspaper account.
And the very public nature of Twitter means mistakes are seen around the globe,

then retweeted again and again. The AJC’s “40 acres and a mule” tweet was an
example of bad judgment about sensitive topics such as race. It was picked up on
journalism sites such as Poynter.org and jimromenesko.com, with comments about
somebody will be fired for the error. Editor Riley did not fire the reporter who sent
out the tweet and held a staff meeting to reinforce the need for caution when
tweeting about sensitive issues, but reassured the staff that he wants the AJC to be
active on Twitter.
An innovation like Twitter is diffused and adopted within an organization when

the innovation is observed by others, according to Rogers (1962). Getting such
feedback reinforces reporters’ interest in tweeting. Consider Times’ business colum-
nist Trigaux. He can write scores of columns and not hear anything from readers. But
when he uses Twitter to promote his work on Florida’s Public Service Commission
rolling over and allowing Duke Energy to jack up consumers’ utility bills, outraged
readers retweet his columns and bombard the PSC with emails and letters.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study builds on diffusion of innovation theory because it shows
how those who initially resist adopting Twitter are quick to change their minds as
soon as they see the benefits. This was a surprise because many innovations are not
adopted if they are initially rebuffed. The difference with Twitter is journalists can see
fast results, such as their work being retweeted or a growing list of followers, which
reinforces their decision to participate on the social medium.
In addition, the adoption of Twitter dovetailed with the explosion of smart phones,

which allow for greater mobility because of the digital application for Twitter. This is
an important offshoot of diffusion theory because it shows another factor in the
spread of the innovation: other technologies that will enhance and speed up diffu-
sion. Twitter was already compatible with existing desktop computers, but smart
phones have taken it to another level of easy use, 24 hours a day.
Journalists have clearly overcome their initial skepticism about the power of

Twitter’s 140-character messages, which were initially dismissed as fluffy chatter
about food. That was a key part of diffusion of Twitter as an innovation—that it is an
advantage over existing communication tools. As editors said, social media effec-
tiveness should be about quality, not quantity, lest it get reduced to a flimsy tally of
who’s tweeting, as compared to what is being done to actually engage with readers.
This speaks to the issue of diffusion of innovation because a new technology like
Twitter has to be embraced by senior management if it is going to be adopted
throughout the organization. But it has to be observed as being a true improvement
over past practices.
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Every study has its limitations. While the study was enriched by data from 50 journal-
ists in four newsrooms, it would be strengthened further by a deeper, more sustained
ethnography based on longer periods of observation of both individual reporters work-
ing and the overall rhythm of the newsroom to see how Twitter blends into their routines.
The study was conducted at a time when news organizations are still struggling to

adapt to a digital world where the Internet has taken away many of their revenue
streams, such as classified advertising. As newspapers try to balance their commit-
ment to print subscribers, they are also trying to figure out the best social media
platforms that will drive traffic to their Web sites, which then attracts more advertis-
ing revenues to support good journalism. Future research should track which of these
social media platforms is the most sustainable and profitable over the long run.

Appendix A

Interview Protocol
(I) Self

(A) General Characteristics
(1) Gender, age, years of journalistic experience and in present job, job title.
(2) Name of news organization.

(B) Personal Experience and Knowledge
(1) When did you first become aware of Twitter? (It was launched in 2006.)
(2) When did your newsroom start to use it?
(3) When did you first start using it?
(4) Who in the newsroom tried it first?

(II) Twitter as an innovation and early adopter experience.
(To gauge relative advantage of compatibility.)

(1) Why did you initially tweet?
(2) How else do you use Twitter? (i.e., follow competitors, find tips, sources?)
(3) How would you define Twitter? (i.e., new idea, technological innovation,

news-gathering tool?)
(4) What’s the advantage of Twitter versus existing technologies, such as email?
(5) How has it been compatible with your work routines? Or is it a burden?
(6) What are the risks of Tweeting?
(7) Has your tweeting been noticed by others? (Observability measure.)
(8) How many followers do you have? How many do you follow?

(I) Social system and factors that influence implementation of Twitter.
(Gauges influence of opinion leaders or experts, culture and professional network.)

(A) Social System
(1) Have senior editors issued guidelines on Twitter?
(2) How did they encourage or discourage you to tweet more?
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(3) Did you receive a smart phone to encourage tweeting?
(4) Is the newsroom’s Twitter activity tracked and measured?
(5) Does senior management share that information with the newsroom?

(B) Communications Channels
(1) Is there a champion for Twitter in the newsroom?
(2) How has your professional network embraced Twitter?
(3) Do you get much feedback from your competitors?
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