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More praise for Twitterville

“Shel Israel tells compelling stories of like minds making things happen. It shows Twitter as a small town with the reach and speed of the Internet.”

—Liz Strauss, Web Strategist and author of Successful-Blog.com  (@lizstrauss)

 

 

“Shel Israel explains how a simple idea has unleashed a social phenomenon that is reverberating across the business world.”

—J. D. Lasica, author of Darknet: Hollywood’s War Against the Digital Generation (@jdlasica)

 

 

“I may insist that Twitterville be required reading for all prospective clients and employees. A delightful read.”

—K. D. Paine, CEO of KDPaine & Partners (@kdpaine)

 

 

“Shel Israel goes well beyond the uses of Twitter to how companies have joined the community and prospered as a result.”

—Kami Watson Huyse, social media consultant




Also by Shel Israel

Naked Conversations: How Blogs are Changing the Way Businesses Talk with Customers
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To Charlie O’Brien.

You should have been here.




Foreword

Twitter was made for my mom.

That’s because she’s always infinitely interested in what I am doing and thinking, no matter how mundane—or inane. You know what it’s like—the minute your mom reaches you, she wants to know where you are and what you are doing. The ability to peek into my world goes to the heart of being a mom, as she wants to share in the joys, tribulations, and excitement of my daily life.

But not everyone is my mom, which goes to the core of why there is sometimes such skepticism of Twitter. For example, she couldn’t care less what I had for lunch today—unless I was having it with someone that she knew!

For me, Twitter is less about what you are doing and more about what you are paying attention to and willing to share. Tim Berners-Lee envisioned the Web to be “a universal medium for sharing information” and Twitter makes it easy to do. But there is judgment in writing tweets, as most people do not run a full commentary of their lives. They are circumspect, casting aside the debris of daily life to pull out the nuggets that they deem worthy of sharing with the world.

It is this exercise in judgment—expressed in 140 characters at a  time—that so intrigues me and should intrigue you. Millions of people sharing the things that capture their attention—and some of those things might be your company, products, and services. These vignettes come together into a dialog, a conversation. These conversations are sometimes coherent discourses, sometimes not. But when they are, you had better be paying attention.

That’s because, as The Cluetrain Manifesto put it so succinctly, “markets are conversations.” When Cluetrain was written in 1999, the authors didn’t know what a blog was. YouTube had yet to be invented. And Twitter’s birth was still almost a decade into the future. But what they wrote about—that markets aren’t inanimate objects, but instead, are made up of people eager to engage in the discourse of commerce—applies even more today with the advent of these technologies.

Just like a parent, you should care deeply about what your customers and prospects are thinking and sharing. Aren’t you curious about what people are saying about you? Of course you are! If people are sharing that they love your product, you’d want to thank them. If they are having a problem, you’d want to reach out and see if you can help them. And if they are really unhappy with your service, you’d like to know how you can improve and hopefully win back their trust.

Twitter is not a technology. It’s a conversation. And it’s happening with or without you. It’s up to you to decide if, when, and how you will listen and join in. Won’t you come and take a walk around Twitterville?

 

—Charlene Li 
Founder, Altimeter Group 
coauthor, Groundswell




INTRODUCTION

James Buck Gets Out of Jail and Inspires This Book

James Buck’s tweet was but a single word: “Arrested.”

That tweet would get him out of jail, and inspire me to write  Twitterville. But neither of us knew that at 9:33 AM on April 10, 2008, when Buck was in the backseat of a police car and being taken to a holding cell in the Nile Delta city of Mahalla, Egypt.

Buck was a graduate student at the University of California, Berkeley, majoring in photojournalism. He had come to Mahalla to photograph the food strikes in this manufacturing-agricultural city of four hundred thousand.

Days earlier, the streets had turned violent. Fires were started, and people got hurt. Police clubbed and arrested several protesters.

On April 10, Buck took a cautious approach. He stayed back from the crowds, using a telephoto lens to capture his story.

He got busted anyway.

I knew something about Egyptian police. In 2007 I had interviewed Wael Abbas (@WaelAbbas), as part of my Social Media Global Reports blog post series. Abbas is an Egyptian citizen journalist who kept posting videos on YouTube of uncharged “suspects” being tortured in Egyptian police stations similar to the one where Buck was heading.1

It was when I saw the word “arrested” on Twitter that I realized how much bigger this new social media communications tool had become—more than I had previously thought possible.

I didn’t know James Buck. I didn’t follow him on Twitter until that one-word post. I didn’t even know that I connected with him.

When a “tweeter,” as someone who posts on Twitter is called, reads something posted by another tweeter and thinks that it’s worth repeating, he or she adds the letters RT and posts it again. Someone else may then read it, and repeat the process. This is called retweeting and it is the essential process that makes word often travel so far and fast on Twitter.

Retweeting is an important part of Twitter’s magic: you may follow—or be followed by—just a small handful of people. Yet even if only one person follows you, through just a few degrees of separation you are connected to the growing millions of people who tweet all over the world.

James Buck was a new tweeter. He only had a few followers; as I already mentioned, I wasn’t one of them. But a friend of his retweeted the “arrested” post and added a brief explanation. A friend of mine saw that and retweeted it. I was four steps removed from Buck. I saw the post about thirty minutes after he had posted from the police car.

A few weeks earlier, while saying good-byes to friends in Berkeley, one had turned Buck on to Twitter. The friend thought it might be good to have on his BlackBerry in case some emergency popped up.

While Buck sat in the cell, the one-word message he sent to  Berkeley friends via Twitter kept moving. For some reason, the Egyptian police let him keep his BlackBerry and he kept tweeting. His small personal network kept retweeting. Word spread on Twitter. Someone contacted the U.S. State Department, which swung into uncharacteristically quick action.

Within twenty-four hours, Buck’s government had intervened. He was released from jail and was about to be driven to the airport where he would receive a free trip home.

Before he stepped into the car, he stopped to type in another single-word message, or tweet as they are universally called.

The message said “Free.”

This changed my personal view of Twitter. Until then it was something fun to use, occasionally useful for business purposes. Tweeting had landed me some paid speaking engagements. I had friends who lived in other countries and it was a faster, easier way to keep in touch.

But the James Buck incident took my breath away. I realized that this Twitter phenomenon had bigger implications than I had understood. I started paying closer attention and taking notes.




Dramatic Moments

I began to notice that now and then Twitter has very dramatic moments. In the coming months, this would include a Dutch student in a bookstore in South China who would report the first deadly rumble of the Szechuan earthquake. A team of surgeons in Detroit tweeting real-time progress to medical professionals at a Las Vegas conference as a robotic device removed a tumor from a patient. A young entrepreneur on a ferry on the Hudson River, witnessing a passenger jet skid to a halt nearby, then start to sink.

And it would be easy to have written a book just about those moments of life and death. There are enough of them that unfolded, and there will undoubtedly be many more.

But drama is not the entire story.

Much of the time, Twitter is just about everyday people discussing everyday things. Increasingly, it has become a highly effective tool of business communication. This book chiefly focuses on telling you how people use Twitter to get closer to customers and constituents.

Twitter is also about stumbling into old acquaintances. On the day that Buck typed in “arrested,” I was sitting comfortably at home, having crossed paths with an old friend on Twitter. We were sending little spoonfuls of conversation to each other, details of jobs and travel, pets and grandchildren, catching up on the past thirty years since we’d lost each other.

Equally, Twitter is about meeting new people who are relevant to you, in business or whatever else interests you. You can find them easily, start a simple conversation and watch how quickly and deeply it can often develop.

Ultimately, this is a book about what Twitter can do for you. I’m going to tell you what others have done and are doing and my hope is that it will give you a few interesting or useful ideas.




Telephone Metaphor

As Chris Brogan (@ChrisBrogan), one of Twitterville’s most respected pioneer-champions, likes to say, “It’s very much like a telephone.” He’s right, and the telephone is a good starting point, but it seems to me that Twitter is more than that.

Brogan maintains that Twitter, like the phone, is a personal communications tool. And you can use it to conduct any conversation you choose to discuss.

Those conversations, however, are usually private on the phone.  You can talk privately in Twitter through a feature called direct message, or DM. Yet in most cases, Twitter works best when it is public and anyone can see what you are saying, so that anyone can respond to what you say or retweet it.

Twitter is also superior to a telephone for meeting new people. When a stranger calls you on the telephone, it is usually to try to sell you something you don’t want. The practice got so out of hand on the telephone that laws have been created to constrain telephone peddlers.

But on Twitter, meeting strangers can be both enjoyable and valuable. If you meet someone you’d prefer to avoid, there are filters and functions that work relatively well at keeping that person away from you. It is almost always an easier experience than receiving a cold call.

People use Twitter for personal or business reasons. Many of us find we cannot help but mix the two together, just like many folks do on the phone or face-to-face.

I’ve been asked why any employer in her right mind would allow workers to tweet on company time. The answer is simple, and again it’s like using a telephone at work or, for that matter, e-mail or a fax: you use Twitter to communicate. The topic is up to you.




The Blog Metaphor

Twitter is as much like a blog as it is like a telephone, except that you need to picture a very small blog post. In fact, Twitter is the leading software in a category called microblogging. You publish what you have to say, and people respond if they wish. You publish to one person or to the whole world, and people respond in the same manner.

Space is limited to just 140 characters; therefore, messages must cut to the chase. Shorthand necessarily becomes part of tweeted  language; it’s more egalitarian than full-size blogs because people respond in equal length and equal placement on Twitter pages or “tweetstreams.” The constraints of size lead to speedy conversation. Twitter moves faster than any blog.

There are several books that will tell you how to use Twitter and why you should. This book does a little of both, but neither is my central focus. I share with you the stories of people using Twitter in the home office and in the global enterprise. People tweet to raise money for causes; to make government more responsive; to find and distribute news; to build personal or business networks; or to just kill a little time with people you enjoy.

I believe that many of us learn best from other people’s stories. If I tell you about someone who has used Twitter to improve his personal brand or to get more customers into a coffee house or to shop in one market over another, my hope is you will read one of these stories and adapt Twitter to whatever it is you do.

Twitter is a pretty simple tool. Most people can pick up the mechanics just by fiddling with Twitter for a few minutes. Once you start talking with people, they tend to be pretty generous in helping newcomers find their way around. Before you know it, you’ll be helping others who have followed you into Twitterville.




A Tool for All Seasons

I am beginning this book in the toughest economic climate since the 1930s. I hope that we will have entered better times before you start reading it.

I could argue that Twitter is ideally suited for tough times. At a time when economic constraints are causing most businesses to make painful cuts, they still must interface with customers; Twitter is the most efficient and effective way to do it this side of a face-to-face meeting.

It’s not just customers, it’s your entire business ecosystem—your prospects, partners, employees, investors, analysts, and media. You’ll probably find many of them are already in Twitterville when you arrive, already having conversations relevant to your business. The sooner you join the conversations, the faster you may get out from under the business pressures you are facing.

But when you think about it, Twitter is not just a tool for tough times, but for all times. There is no economic situation in which businesses do not need to interact with constituents. There are very few instances when the most economic way of doing it is not the wisest course to take.




Good-bye, Broadcast. Hello, Conversation

We live in an era when what used to be considered best practices are not so good as they used to be. Methods that have been in place for years, refined and optimized over time, just aren’t getting the results they used to. Among them are customer support, traditional marketing, and product research.

My previous book, Naked Conversations, coauthored with Robert Scoble (@scobleizer), assailed the excesses of marketing. In 2006 that seemed a revolutionary idea to some. Now it seems pretty obvious. Marketing programs are too expensive, and they produce diminishing results.

Twitterville examines the inefficiency of traditional marketing. It argues the case for using social media instead of ads. It argues that from a business perspective, Twitter is the most effective tool yet delivered into the growing arsenal of social media tools.

But Twitter alone is limited. It is too shallow in its constrained space. It is not visual. It is limited in its ability to conduct safe transactions or hear someone’s voice.

A carpenter building a home would have to use a hammer—but  not just a hammer. This book shares numerous stories of how Twitter works best with other social media tools, particularly blogs. When considering Twitter, this book advises you to consider an entire toolset, which in fact can lead to an entirely new way to conduct your business.

In Naked Conversations, Scoble and I predicted the death of a so-called Broadcast Era, and the birth of a new Conversational Era.  Twitterville looks upon the three years between books as a transformational time. This transformation has accelerated during this recession because businesses now understand that they need to explore new avenues. Those avenues seem to converge on Twitterville’s Main Street.




The Generosity of Crowds

I have often written about social media being built on a “cult of generosity.” Tweeters have been more than a little generous with me in the process of writing this book.

As I started each chapter, I posted on Twitter what I was covering, and requested people tell me good stories on the various topics explored in each chapter. My cup overflowed with results.

I received several hundred suggestions. Tweeters generated about three-fourths of the stories reported in Twitterville. The process I used is called crowd sourcing, which I find to be better for research than anything else, including Google.

In Google you enter a keyword, and a “spider” crawls all over the Internet’s data to give you results. That’s a pretty remarkable process. But by crowd sourcing in Twitterville, I got people I know and trust to give me information, insights, and specific examples, which this book shares with you.

The way in which I wrote this book confirmed to me my very best thoughts about Twitter. Twitterville has its darker streets, as I will discuss, but it is dominated and culturally shaped by a cult of  generosity. The people who are most generous in Twitterville are among its most influential members.




Why Call It “Twitterville”?

I am not sure whether or not I was the first to coin the term “Twitterville.” I came up with it after Laura Fitton (@Pistachio) described her “Twitter Village” in a very thoughtful blog post in January 2008. I had not previously heard the term, and I’ve been using it ever since.

Twitterville connotes a certain homey, small-town feel, a place where you meet people you know as you stroll down familiar streets. These are people with whom you share common friends, interests, and ethics. When you meet a stranger here, chances are you have mutual friends or interests.

While Twitterville has millions of people in it, and is growing faster than the world’s largest megalopolises, it still feels cozy to most of its residents and visitors. It still feels safe for the most part.

This is due, in my opinion, to Twitterville’s most important characteristic, something I have named global neighborhoods. The concept came to me several years ago, while I was having coffee with Charlene Li, who wrote the foreword to this book.

She told me geography is becoming irrelevant because of social media.

For Charlene it seemed to be a throwaway thought. But for me, it was a very large idea. It gave me the sense of global neighborhoods, which became the name of my blog and has been my central focus since completing Naked Conversations.

Through social media, society is being rearranged very fundamentally and at a faster rate than many people realize. Until the Conversational Era came along, people were constrained by geography. We really could not get to know people we did not encounter face-to-face.

When you think about that, you realize that each of us has been denied access to billions of people, many of whom share similar passions and interests, some of whom can help us, some of whom we can help.

By no means have the barriers disappeared. Everybody simply cannot know everybody else on the planet. But the barriers between people have been lowered through social media. Doors have been opened. Restrictions are being reduced as people start discovering there are others like themselves all over the world. It has the potential to reverse the combination of suspicion and ignorance that people of one culture feel about people of another.

We no longer need airplanes to meet new people who are physically far away from us. We can now go online and visit a virtual place to do this. That place may not be tangible or even real. But the people you meet there are real, and so are the relationships you form there—and Twitterville will hopefully show you their value.

In her foreword, Charlene Li writes that Twitter is “a conversation,” a reference to The Cluetrain Manifesto, the fountainhead book of the social media revolution. She is right, of course. Markets are conversations, Cluetrain taught us. Twitterville is a marketplace, and the conversations are meaningful to a growing number of businesses.

So I fully agree, but I see something even more promising.

Twitter lets us behave online more closely to how we do in the tangible world than anything that has ever preceded it. And we find neighborhoods that suit us. If we love to talk about politics, we can find many neighborhoods where everyone cares about just that. The same with hummingbirds, cooking, sports, or needlepoint. You can find a neighborhood where you can hang out to learn and share and chat about the topic.

You can join as many or as few as you like. These are global  neighborhoods, yet they are small and personal and cozy at the same time that they make your world far bigger.

I hope you enjoy reading Twitterville as much as I have enjoyed writing it.

 

—Shel Israel 
January 21, 2009




PART 1

How It Started



CHAPTER 1

A Pinot Kills Odeo

The road to success often has detours. Twitter’s was no exception. In fact, Twitter began as a detour for another company called Odeo.

Founded at the end of 2004, Odeo was going to do for online audio what Google does for online text. It would let you do a keyword search for digital and video content on the Web. It was prov ingmore difficult and less interesting than its small team had expected.

The story really starts with Ev Williams (@Ev), cofounder of Odeo. He was the known player, the reason why Odeo had such a high profile, and why Silicon Valley start-up observers had such great expectations.

In his early thirties, Williams was already on his third start-up with Odeo. His first one was a company he’d founded in Nebraska. That didn’t go that far, but his second one did.

After he moved to the San Francisco Bay Area, Williams cofounded Pyra in 1999. The company began as a project-management software developer, but that also didn’t work out so well. So the cofounders took a component of the software and developed the first  software to make it easy for end users to create what was then called weblogs.

To name the new internet software, Williams invented a word: “blogger.” Users went to Blogger.com to sign up for the free service. Thus Williams popularized the abbreviation tech insiders were using for weblogs.

The word may have caught on more than the company. While  Blogger.com adoption went well enough, the service was free, and there was no clear business model.

At one point, after working for a stint without pay, most of the staff including its cofounder walked out. Williams then was resourceful enough to approach Dan Bricklin (@DanB), father of VisiCalc, the first PC spreadsheet, who invested in the company.

With pay restored, most members of the company returned. And after all these potholes and detours along Pyra’s road, it arrived.

@ev: AdWords in my Gmail: “Start your OWN Twitter—PHP Micro-Blogging Script less than $35—Tons of Features—Ajax.” Damn, wish I’d known. (Ev Williams, cofounder of Twitter)


In February 2003, Google acquired Pyra for an undisclosed sum (as it was too small to impact Google’s bottom line). Williams did very well personally. He and four other Pyra team members joined Google, where he headed the Blogger.com work group.

In October 2004, shortly after meeting his earn-out requirements from the acquisition, Williams left Google. Eight weeks later he cofounded Odeo, his third start-up.

While speaking in 2009 at the Churchill Club, a Silicon Valley business and technology forum, Williams said he had learned two important lessons during his Google tenure: 1. Get the product right and make users happy before you worry about making money. Google had done that, and for that matter, so had Pyra.
2. Focus is everything. Every company has to choose between what it can do and what it should do. The marketplace can be noisy and distracting. Don’t let that push you off course.


Those two lessons seem to have guided Williams along the way. From 2004 until well into 2009, even after Twitter was experiencing a prolonged ascent that seemingly had no end in sight, the issues of product reliability and focus would keep coming back, and Williams and his small team consistently stayed focused, and continuously put product reliability in front of other considerations.




From Xanga to Odeo

Biz Stone (@Biz) was raised in the affluent Boston suburb of Wellesley, Massachusetts. But he wasn’t a rich kid. His mother, who died when Stone was a child, had worked as an administrator in Wellesley’s public school system. He was raised by his father, an immigrant auto mechanic. He worked summers mowing lawns, and in his spare time, he hung out at prestigious Wellesley College, where he would eventually teach for a year. But he attended Northeastern University, the same working-class college that I attended years before.

People who knew Stone back then and now still agree that he is generally pretty easygoing, yet incredibly smart.

He eventually found his way to New York City, where he cofounded Xanga.com in 1999. Xanga started as a photo and book-sharing site but, as you may have guessed, took a detour. When Pyra developed a ProBlogger version, Xanga licensed the technology and started serving as one of the first blog-authoring sites.

That led to a long-distance business relationship between Stone and Ev Williams. Over time, the two became tight. The friendship continued when Williams went over to Google.

In early 2004, after Stone had published a couple of early and modestly well-received books on blogging, he accepted Williams’s invitation to join Google’s blogger group.

The two had started out with a standard business relationship, but over time they found that they shared an interest—actually a passion—for social media. First they became business associates, and then they became friends. Eventually Biz would come to work for Williams.

There is really nothing very remarkable about that sort of thing. It happens all the time, all over the place. People start as business associates and become friends, or vice versa.

I point this out because this is also the sort of thing that happens on Twitter all the time. People start chatting about something, and it develops into a friendship or a business relationship—just as Williams and Stone did in real life.

@jack: One could change the world with one hundred and forty characters. [Jack Dorsey, cofounder and principal creator of Twitter]





Good-bye, Dot-com. Hello, Web 2.0

A few months after Stone arrived at Google, Williams left to start Odeo. A few months later, Stone followed and became his partner.

Odeo was representative of what was being called Silicon Valley’s Next Big Thing. In 2004 the final remnants of the dot-com bubble had been swept away, but investors still had bitter memories and lighter wallets. They viewed Silicon Valley’s seemingly endless parades of Next Big Things with an increasingly skeptical eye.

But in fact, a significant handful of enduring companies had emerged from the dot-com era, including eBay, Amazon.com, and of course, Google.

Something else would endure as well, and Blogger was a part of it. It would involve new ways of having conversations in public on the Internet, and would be defined as social media by Chris Shipley (@cshipley), cofounder of Guidewire Group, an emerging IT research firm.

But let’s get back to Odeo, and the detour that became Twitter.




What Were They Doing?

By 2006, the Odeo guys knew they had problems.

It wasn’t as Biz Stone described it—“that the resolution of one technology problem seemed to immediately lead to another”—it was that passion seemed to have seeped out of the project.

And there was something else. It seemed less important, but still, it was annoying. Stone and Williams just couldn’t find anyone when they needed to. It was hard calling a meeting.

If you work in a traditional business, this may seem surprising. But in Silicon Valley and the other technology start-up clusters it would make sense.

Early phase start-up cultures are dominated by software developers. These guys work long hours, and hard. They are highly motivated, yet few of their managers have ever successfully gotten developers to conform to nine-to-five schedules. They work where and when they want: at home, in Wi-Fi-enabled coffee shops, at night or predawn, on weekends and holidays—whatever works for them.

So when an issue popped up and Stone and Williams needed to call a few team members together, it was difficult. It was also hard to figure out if the meeting was more important than the work that  would be interrupted. Someone was always asking a tech team member, “What are you doing?”

In early 2006, Williams and Stone decided to take the team off-site for some collective naval gazing. At one point, they broke off into smaller groups to drill into specific issues.

Stone and Jack Dorsey (@Jack), Odeo’s software architect, were part of the group that was to examine the problem of team members finding one another. Dorsey said he thought he might be able to fix that by dusting off an old idea, one that had traveled a few detours of its own since it started to form more than fifteen years earlier.

When Dorsey was a fourteen-year-old kid growing up in St. Louis, he grew fascinated with dispatch routing issues—the technology that pointed police, firefighters, ambulance drivers, and taxi drivers to where they were most needed. The part that interested him most was figuring out how to pinpoint fleets of vehicles that are mostly in motion, and then redirect them as priorities change. For vehicles like taxis and delivery trucks, real-time dispatch could be the difference between profit and loss, or happy and unhappy customers. For emergency vehicles—ambulances, patrol cars, and fire engines—real-time dispatch could save lives.

Lives did not depend on real-time dispatch at Odeo. But whether or not the company would succeed just might depend on locating developers in motion and redirecting them by priority.

Dorsey had left St. Louis, went east to get an engineering degree from NYU, and then moved to the Bay Area. His thoughts on mobile dispatch stayed with him. In 2000, while living in a converted Oakland biscuit factory, he started a Web-based municipal dispatch service. The business got some attention as an innovative dot-com start-up, but it struggled financially and a year later, when the bubble imploded, Dorsey’s start-up succumbed.

But during that effort, his idea for Web-based personal status updates got refined. In 2006, he posted his original handwritten sketch that would become Twitter on Flickr.com, the photo sharing  site. He commented,“I thought about this concept and tried repeatedly to introduce it into my various projects.

“It slipped into my dispatch work. It slipped into my networks of medical devices. It slipped into an idea for a frictionless service market. It was everywhere I looked: a wonderful abstraction, which was easy to implement and understand.”

As new technologies evolved in the early 2000s, he refined his ideas further. He was influenced by LiveJournal.com, a new, simple, and fast blog-authoring platform.

There was also SMS, the most popular mobile-messaging technology. If you are among the 2.4 billion cell-phone users who have sent or received a text message, you already know how it works. SMS is short and personal. Messages are limited to 160 characters, which leads to some creative and occasionally mystifying abbreviations.

But none of that mattered, because no one wanted to support Dorsey’s desire to take this idea and make a product out of it.

That was until Dorsey told Stone he could dust off his old idea.




Birth of TWTTR

With Stone’s assistance, Dorsey made some enhancements to SMS. He shortened the length by twenty characters, so that messages could identify the author’s name. The screen was bone-dead simple. You just answer a single question, one that the Odeo team members kept hearing: “What are you doing?”

Dorsey’s little tweaks made some big differences, perhaps more than even Stone and Dorsey realized during the two weeks it took them to build the small piece of software.

First, while phone text messaging was private or “one-to-one,” Dorsey’s new tool had a public option, which was intended to share information among members of a small, mobile work group. An Odeo employee could post once, and all other team members would  see that she was at lunch or on the way in to the office or working at home that day.

To do this, coworkers had to select a “follow” option, which was quite easy to do. Later, another fundamental option allowed users to block out people they wished to avoid in conversation. When someone posted, you could reply instantly, thus starting a conversation that could go back and forth. Others could join in.

It was designed as a message system, but the LiveJournal influence had slipped in. It was actually a very small blog—or “microblog.”

In one important way Dorsey’s innovation was more egalitarian than a full-size blog, in which one person picked the subject, wrote a main piece, and then others added comments or moved the conversation to another location. With this new microblog, the conversation moved from person to person with ease and speed. The conversation flowed like a river and was soon called a tweetstream (or just stream).

Dorsey originally named his baby Stat.us, but the domain had already been taken. He opted for TWTTR. Many people thought this was in keeping with the vowel-deprivation trend started by the astronomically popular Flickr. It’s more likely that he was simply using an SMS abbreviation.

Technically speaking, there was nothing earth-shattering about TWTTR. Some of the functionality was already contained in Dodgeball, another company using SMS messaging that Google had acquired.

Dorsey finished TWTTR on March 13, 2006. It had taken—with some help from Stone—about two weeks to build.

What had happened was a case of instant love and organic sharing. When Dorsey and Stone brought it to their team, members started steadily posting tidbits of personal information about where they were and what they were doing. Sometimes it was milestone announcements of a string of software being coded, or sometimes  one developer was asking for some help. At other times, someone would post where they were having lunch.




Do I Care What You Had for Lunch?

There’s a book titled No One Cares What You Had for Lunch. I would concede that is sometimes the case—but not always. One tweeter would post that she was in a restaurant; another would see it and recommend a menu item to eat or avoid. They’d give each other tips on where the quiet seats were, or which waiter or waitress to request. Sharing information became an early part of TWTTR culture, and that aspect would remain embedded even as the growth hit the exponential end of the hockey stick.

“Twitter brought us closer to each other in ways that surprised us,” Stone told me. As Twitter grew, he recollected, “You’d start discovering that an old friend who you had not connected with in many years was talking about what he had for lunch somewhere, and that meant a great deal, to reconnect in such a casual way.”

Odeo team members fell in love with TWTTR. In a short time, it had solved the immediate problem of finding one another when necessary. But it didn’t stop there. Every day, someone found another reason to use it, and others would tweet about the new use. Pretty soon, more people were talking about TWTTR than about Odeo, even inside Odeo.

There was another thing, something I call Jurassic Park syndrome. Life has a way of busting through the fences. At the end of Day One a product designed for the internal use of a twelve-member team had twenty users. The Odeo folks just couldn’t resist sharing it with friends, who in turn could not resist sharing it with friends.

Three years and two months after its public launch, there would be an estimated 32 million users.

To achieve this, the company had invested zero dollars in traditional marketing, PR, or advertising.

@rbonini: @shelisrael Which is why one shouldn’t jump into Twitter conversations without the low down, first.





Try My Secret Sauce

Traditional companies probably would have treated something like TWTTR as a highly guarded “secret sauce,” to be used behind a secure firewall. If employees started sharing it with friends, they would have been sacked at a minimum, sued at a maximum.

But the Odeo founders did not come from traditional companies. They were entrepreneurs. They began their careers as part of the open-source movement, which was restructuring how technology is built, shared, used, and distributed.

“Open source” is a self-defining term. Instead of making software’s source code proprietary, it made it open. Anyone is free to use, copy, or redistribute open-source software. Of perhaps equal importance is that the software moved from people’s desktop computers onto the Internet, where content could be protected if you chose, or shared with others. For example, Google Docs is free word-processing software that makes it easy for several people to collaborate on a project together. A developer could take open-source code from multiple places and create something entirely new with it. Developers can create open APIs, which lets other people connect to the software you have created to enhance it in some way.

TWTTR was open-source software, and over time more than three hundred developers would add all sorts of enhancements through those open APIs.

The other thing that was open was the Odeo culture. It would never have even dawned on Stone, Williams, or Dorsey to stop employees from sharing TWTTR with outsiders.

There was yet another concept to open source, or Web 2.0 as the software that is created is categorized, that is relevant to the Twitter story: Web 2.0 software is also free. While others would debate the issue of Twitter monetization for years to come, this never appeared to concern those at the helm of the company, including investors.

But back in March 2006, what was most relevant was that Dorsey had solved the immediate problem. Odeo team members could now find one another.

But there would be unexpected consequences. The team really loved TWTTR. They talked more about it than they did Odeo. They cared more about it than they did Odeo, and now that they could keep track of one another, they talked about TWTTR when they met, not Odeo.

“We realized we were going to change something,” Stone told me.




A Defining Moment

The defining moment would come one hot August day in 2006, when Stone and his wife, Livia, unwisely chose to tear up carpet in their Berkeley, California, apartment. It was dirty, difficult work. By late afternoon, the couple was exhausted. They took a break.

Feeding what had become an addict’s habit, Stone immediately flopped into a chair. Hot and uncomfortable, he whipped out his cell phone to check his TWTTR account. There was a message from Williams, who had taken his wife to Napa Wine Country to kick back for the weekend. Williams had posted a link on TWTTR to share with all Odeo team members.

Stone clicked and landed on Williams’s Flickr site. There, smiling serenely over the rim of an appealing glass of Pinot, was a cool and relaxed Williams.

“I just cracked up. There I was, wiping sweat off my forehead, and there he was, kicking back and gloating,” Stone recalled. Other team  members had been working on the product that weekend, and shared Stone’s response to Williams and his Pinot.

“That became the defining moment. We knew we needed to make a change.”

Williams and Stone called the team together, probably using TWTTR. It took a short time to reach a unanimous decision, one that was almost unprecedented in venture-backed start-up history. They gave the Odeo investors their money back, and started a new company.

For a short while, the new company was called Obvious Corp., but that soon changed. They elevated Dorsey to partner status, and added two vowels to the new company and product name. Both would be called Twitter.

Twitter, Inc. formed in October 2006. It was comprised of the same team that had been Odeo. They still occupied the same South Park offices in the SOMA section of San Francisco. The only structural change was that Dorsey was made a cofounder and CEO. A couple of years later, he and Williams would juxtapose titles: Williams took over as CEO, and Dorsey replaced Williams as chairman.

Twitter was still designed for small, mobile work groups that would use it to keep in touch in simple ways. The founders thought each user might have ten followers or so, and post maybe three times daily. In fact, that estimate turned out to be generally true for most users, even after the company had millions of users all over the world speaking to one another in at least 18 languages in over 120 countries.

But there were also new media stars, well-known people, and some real-life celebrities who would start being followed by tens of thousands of people, sometimes over a million. Over time, the ways that people put Twitter to use would vary as much as the way people use phones or e-mail.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. Most of this book is dedicated to telling you about that.




Migration of the Fail Whale

Howard Rheingold, author of Smart Mobs, a book that revealed the power of mobile SMS,2 invited Stone to guest-lecture at UC Berkeley one night in 2009. That night, Stone revealed that for a short time, some people had wanted to name the new company Jitter rather than Twitter.

Stone had wisely nixed the idea. During the period in which Twitter was on the most winding part of its road to success, the ridicule might have been overwhelming.

For a period of at least eight months, the company’s single and overwhelming challenge was to prevent the dramatic increases in usage and adoption from crashing Twitter either into oblivion or by frustrating users so badly that they would turn to one of several new microblogging competitors.

Sometimes Twitter users found they could not even get onto the social media platform for stretches as long as three days. When users were finally able to get on, they posted mostly about how gummed-up Twitter was.

During these prolonged and painful downtimes, the Twitter guys would post a cute cartoon of a whale being airlifted, apparently to a medical aid station, by a flock of bluebirds. The “fail whale,” as it became universally called, soon became a pop-art icon, finding its way onto T-shirts and jewelry, even inspiring a Fail Whale Fan Club (failwhale.com). It launched the career of Yi Yung Lu, the young illustrator who had created it.

But while many people became fans of the artist, the collective feeling toward the platform provider emerged as one of frustration and anger. Had the company called itself Jitter, it might have been as unfortunate as a deer with a target birthmark on its chest.

For a while it looked like the company’s inability to keep the platform from jittering and collapsing could cause its user base one day to collectively just pick up and leave, particularly when competing microblogging platforms such as Jaiku and Pownce were being delivered to market apparently with the intention of accommodating fed-up Twitter users.

In the end, almost everyone stayed in Twitterville. First off, whenever one of these challengers started amassing followers, it too would crash just as Twitter had. Second, and more important, most people resolved to stay
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