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Participants kept diaries on Twitter, 
but other media were used during the 
recruitment process. Because our target 
population was Twitter users, we used 
electronic modes of recruitment and 
information gathering so we knew all 
of our volunteers would at least have 
internet access. We also considered 
privacy and confidentiality when 
recruiting participants, as Twitter is an 
anonymous medium for some users. The 
following steps describe how we recruited 
our participants:

1. Ads on Craigslist.com
 ■ Posted ads in major cities around 

the country.

 ■ Ads said we were looking for 
people to answer survey 
questions on Twitter. 

 ■ Some ads targeted the 
general population; others 
targeted specific groups 
(Hispanic, Diabetic, or Young 
Adult).

 ■ All ads included a link to the 
same screener survey.

 ■ 52% of participants heard about 
the study from Craigslist.

2. Targeted Tweeting
 ■ Tweeted link to the screener survey from general Twitter account.

 ■ Used hashtags to recruit target populations (#diabetes, #Hispanic, #college, 
etc.). An example is below:

 

 ■ Mentioned (@Twittername) relevant organizations and individuals on Twitter 
for them to RT (re-Tweet, or forward to their followers).

 ■ 35% of participants heard about the study from Twitter.

3. Screener Survey
 ■ Recruits filled out an online screener survey providing demographic 

characteristics, diabetes status, and Twitter name.

 ■ Of the 625 recruits who completed the screener, 69 were selected to 
participate.

4. Tweet participants
 ■ Participants were assigned to a diary group based on the target 

characteristics (Hispanic, Diabetic, or Young Adult).

 ■ A dedicated RTI Twitter handle from each of the 6 diaries Tweeted selected 
participants with link to an introductory survey.

5. Introductory Survey 
 ■ Completion of an online introductory survey was required to participate in 

the survey. The introductory survey included the informed consent.

 ■ Last step was sending the dedicated RTI Twitter name a tweet saying they 
completed the introductory survey and wanted to participate. This extra step 
was to ensure that consent was provided by the selected participant, and not 
someone else who clicked on the link.

 ■ Those who did not Tweet the dedicated RTI Twitter name but completed the 
introductory survey were prompted on Twitter to respond if they wanted to 
participate. If they did not confirm before the start of the study, they were 
excluded from the study.

Twitter is “a service for friends, family, and co–workers to communicate and stay 
connected through the exchange of quick, frequent messages. People write short up-
dates, often called “Tweets” of 140 characters or fewer. These messages are posted to 
your profile or your blog, sent to your followers, and are searchable on Twitter search.”

Tweet vs. Direct Message (DM)

There are two different ways to communicate on Twitter. One option is to “Tweet” as 
described above. Another option is to send another Twitter user a Direct Message, also 
known as a “DM.” Here is an explanation of how each communication mode works:

 ■ Tweet — A tweet is any message with fewer than 140 characters posted to 
Twitter. After sending, it appears on the user’s profile page and in their Tweets 
timeline. Anyone who is following the sender can see it in their Tweets timeline. 

 ■ Direct Message (DM) — A DM is a 
personal message sent via Twitter 
directly to someone who follows you or 
sent directly to you from someone you 
follow. You can only send DMs to people 
who follow you. 

 ● DMs appear in senders’ & recipients’ 
DM view. They are private and never 
appear in any public timeline or 
public search. DMs are not visible to 
other followers. 

Twitter is a social networking tool that 
can also be utilized for the purpose 
of survey data collection. Twitter can 
be advantageous when trying to 
collect data from difficult to reach 
populations. 

 ■ According to Pew Internet, 13% of 
adults that are online use Twitter. 
Minorities that are online such as 
African Americans and Hispanics/
Latinos, seem to use Twitter more 
than white adults online. 

Another advantage to using Twitter is 
its accessibility due to its mobility. 

 ■ Most mobile devices have WiFi, 
3G or 4G capabilities that allow the user to access the internet. Users can access 
Twitter via either a web browser or an app that can be downloaded to the 
device. These devices include mobile phones, tablets and e-readers. 

 ■ Research shows that 95% of Twitter users own a mobile phone and about half 
of these use their phone to access Twitter. Of course, Twitter can be accessed 
through a regular computer with internet as well. This increased access to 
Twitter likely increases one’s participation

The accessibility advantages of Twitter easily lend themselves to diary studies.

 ■ Being able to access Twitter and report diary data on a mobile device reduces 
respondent burden which should increase participation. 

 ■ Data quality will benefit as well considering entries can be inserted closer to the 
time of origination. 

 ■ Twitter also lends itself to diary studies because many people are already using 
Twitter like a diary. Many Tweets involve photos and check-ins (where you or 
your GPS system turns your current location into a Tweet.) People are often 
Tweeting about what they are doing and how they are feeling already, so 
Tweeting for the purpose of a diary study is not a huge change for many. 

 ■ Forgetting to check Twitter is a problem that can also be remedied as Twitter.com 
and other user agents will send notifications, either on a mobile device or 
through e-mail, when users have a new message.

We conducted this study to explore the feasibility of conducting diary surveys 
on Twitter.

Participants were assigned to one of six Twitter 
diaries, with the number of participants per diary 
ranging from 9 to 15 participants. Participants 
were assigned to one of the six diaries based 
on their demographics. Each of the six 
groups were assigned a topic (diet, activity or 
mood), a demo graphic (diabetic, Hispanic, 
young adult), a study time period (3 days, 1 
week, 4 weeks) and an incentive plan (lump 
sum or per tweet). Incentives were in the 
form of an Amazon.com gift card (payable 
in any denomination), but participants paid a 
lump sum for participation also had the option of 
an iTunes gift card instead of Amazon.com. Below is 
a table describing the dispersion of these groups.

Table 1. Groups Recruited for Twitter Diaries

Twitter Handle n Topic Sample Duration
Incentive 
Amount Payment

Incentive 
Type

@RTIfoodsurvey 9 Diet Diabetic/ 
non-diabetic

1 week $30 Lump sum Amazon/
iTunes

@RTIsurvey2 13 Activity Diabetic 4 weeks Up to $30 Per Tweet Amazon

@RTImoodsurvey 9 Mood Hispanic 3 days Up to $20 Per Tweet Amazon

@RTItimesurvey 12 Activity Hispanic 1 week Up to $10 Per Tweet Amazon

@RTIsurvey5 11 Diet Young Adults 3 days $10 Lump sum Amazon/
iTunes

@RTIsurvey6 15 Mood Young Adults 4 weeks $20 Lump sum Amazon/
iTunes

Once a group had been recruited, the study began when the assigned Twitter 
handle began either Tweeting questions to participants or, if they were in a food 
study, Tweeting to let them know the diary has begun. All Tweets were scripted 
ahead of time and were scheduled to send at specifically planned times. Different 
time zones were taken into consideration. If a Tweet was supposed to go out 
at 1:00pm, for example, it would be scheduled to go out at 4:00pm EDT for any 
participants in the Pacific Time Zone.

Tweets from the non-food study Twitter handles were simple, asking participants 
direct questions. Participants were instructed at the beginning of the study to reply 
to the RTI Tweet and respond to the question using the study hashtag that was 
used when the question was asked. Each study had a hashtag that was the same 
as the handle (e.g. #RTIfoodsurvey, #RTIsurvey2, etc.). These hashtags were used to 
give participants an easy way to view others’ responses. Given the public nature of 
Twitter, we thought this may increase engagement in the study. Here is an example 
of an actual question and answer:

 

The participants in the food studies received a Tweet at 12:01AM local time on 
the first day of the study telling them to start Tweeting what they eat and drink. 
The only other scheduled Tweet for the food studies (besides reminders for 
nonrespondents) was at midnight on the last day of the study. 

Participants were told that they could DM their responses if they wanted to 
respond privately. We expected one or two participants to use this option.

At the end of each of the six studies, 
participants were given a link to an 
online debriefing survey. Each survey 
was slightly different depending upon 
the type of study and the duration of the 
study. Data from these debriefing surveys 
are presented below.

When analyzing the results, we focused on 
how active participants were on Twitter, what 
modes they used to Tweet and whether or not 
participants Tweeted their responses or DM’d 
their responses. In future research, we will 
examine response times, compare question 
formats, and explore indicators of data quality.

Study Participants
Our sample was made up of a wide range of age groups, but the median age, 24, was 
relatively young. This is not surprising because young adults were one of our target 
populations and young adults are more active on Twitter. The majority of our participants 
were female. Most participants said they access Twitter using a computer (91%) and/or 
a mobile phone (86%). Less popular technologies for accessing Twitter were tablets and 
other internet enabled devices.

Table 2. Participant Demographics

Frequency Percent of Sample

Age

18–24 40 58%

25–30 13 19%

31–40 8 12%

41–50 5 7%

51–60 3 4%

Sex
Male 27 39%

Female 42 61%

Twitter Access

Computer 63 91%

Tablet 19 28%

Phone 59 86%

Other (e.g., iPod Touch) 5 7%

TOTAL 69 100%

Diary Study Response
Overall, 63 of 69 participants (91%) Tweeted responses 
during the study. Of the 91% who participated, 44 
participants (70%) Tweeted all of their diary responses 
to us, allowing their responses to be seen by their 
viewers and others, if their account was public. 
Twelve participants (19%) responded entirely via 
DM. The other 7 participants (11%) responded with a 
combination of both Tweets and DMs.

Table 3. Twitter Mode of Response 

Frequency Percent of Sample

Only Tweets 44 70%

Only DM’s 12 19%

Both Tweets and DM’s 7 11%

TOTAL 63 100%

Response Method
We further analyzed what method participants used to respond to our questions or 
complete their food diary. There were significant differences in response mode by age, 
χ2(6, N = 63) = 14.7, p < .05. The youngest (18–24) and oldest (41+) age groups more likely 
to respond by Tweet only. 

Table 4. Age and Response Mode

Age by Response Mode*

18–24 (n=35) 25–30 (n=13) 31–40 (n=8) 41+ (n=7)

Only Tweets 80% 46% 50% 86%

Only DM’s 9% 8% 38% 0%

Both Tweets and DM’s 11% 46% 13% 14%

TOTAL 100% 100% 100% 100%

*p<.05

Table 5. Diary Topic and Response Mode

Diary Topic by Response Mode†

Activity 
(n=23)

Mood 
(n=24)

Diet 
(n=16)

Only Tweets 78% 79% 44%

Only DM’s 13% 8% 44%

Both Tweets and DM’s 9% 13% 13%

TOTAL 100% 100% 100%

† p<.10

Differences in response mode by diary topic were marginally significant, χ2(4, N = 63) = 
9.3, p < .10. Participants in the diet diaries were less likely to Tweet their responses than 
participants in the activity and mood diaries.

Across all topics, 9–13% of participants responded by both Tweets and DMs. We noticed 
an interesting contrast in responses that were Tweeted compared to DM’d. The responses 
below are from a diabetic respondent who tended to Tweet the healthy food he ate and 
DM the unhealthy food.

Diet Tweet/DM Examples

Tweet DM

We predicted that participants who are most active on Twitter would be more likely to DM 
their responses (so as not to fill their followers’ feeds with survey Tweets). This theory held 
when comparing response mode by the number of times participants said they check 
Twitter per day. Participants who check Twitter the most also DM’d the most, χ2(2, N = 63) 
= 4.8, p < .10. The participants’ average number of Tweets sent per day, however, was not 
related to response mode, χ2(6, N = 62) = 3.2, p = .70.

Table 6. Response Mode by Number of Times Twitter Checked per Day†

1–10 times/day 
(n=28)

11+ times/day 
(n=35)

Only Tweets 82% 60%

Only DM’s 7% 29%

Both Tweets and DM’s 11% 11%

TOTAL 100% 100%

† p<.10

Table 7. Response Mode by Number of Tweets per Day

< 1 Tweet 
(n=12)

1–5 Tweets 
(n=28)

6–15 Tweets 
(n=14)

> 15 Tweets 
(n=8)

Only Tweets 67% 75% 57% 75%

Only DM’s 8% 14% 14% 0%

Both Tweets and DM’s 25% 11% 29% 25%

TOTAL 100% 100% 100% 100%

3. Recruitment1. What is Twitter?

2. Why Use Twitter for Surveys?

4. Data Collection 5. Results

 ■ Twitter offers many benefits for diaries (e.g. constant access), but we 
were unsure how participants would react to sharing their responses 
on Twitter. One of the main reasons against using Twitter in this 
fashion is the public nature of responding, which is typical on Twitter 
but not in a survey.

 ● Comparing response modes (Tweets vs. DM’s) showed that 
participants utilized the DM option when they did not want 
to Tweet publicly. Across all diaries, 30% of participants DM’d 
one or more responses. This suggests that participants did not 
necessarily view the Twitter survey as a requirement to publicize 
their responses. Thus, the Twitter platform made participants highly 
accessible, but the privacy concern was not necessarily a limitation.

 ■ Conducting diary studies on Twitter may show promise, but only in 
certain situations. For instance, it could work as a mode option in a 
multi-mode survey, but it would probably not be successful as the 
only mode. 

 ■ Recommended uses of Twitter with surveys:
 ● Health Intervention – Twitter can be used to manage chronic 

conditions. For example, it can support an intervention tailored 
for diabetics where messages are Tweeted to participants and 
they respond back with how they did with steps per day, diet or 
other metrics

 ● Support group – Because Twitter is a tool for connecting and 
communicating with others, it could be used as a support group to 
supplement a health intervention for people with various conditions

 ● Behavior change – Twitter can facilitate positive behavior 
change in a number of ways. Diaries themselves can be eye-
opening and enable a behavior change. Social media makes 
diary-keeping easier. In addition, it adds a support structure that 
can facilitate behavior change and compliance

6.  Conclusions and Recommendations for 
Future Use 
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#Hashtags
The # symbol, called a 

hashtag, is used to mark keywords 
or topics in a Tweet. People can 

search #Twitter by #hashtags to see 
what others are talking about.

We used hashtags like #diabetes, 
#Hispanic and #college

DMs
Direct messages, 

known as DMs, are 
private messages sent to 
someone else on Twitter. 

Like Tweets, DMs also 
have a 140 character 

limit.

Mentions

Mentions are when you direct 
a tweet towards someone or “tag” 

them in your tweet. For example, “I work 
for @RTI_Intl”

The RTI Twitter account would then be 
notified that someone mentioned them.

Mentions can also be used to direct 
questions at someone. For example, 

“@RTI_Intl did you see the new 
research on Twitter?”

 ● 25% of online African Americans use 
Twitter at least occasionally, with 11% 
doing so on a typical day.

 ● 19% of online Hispanics use Twitter at 
least occasionally, with 5% doing so on a 
typical day.

 ● 9% of online whites use Twitter at least 
occasionally, with 3% doing so on a 
typical day (Smith 2011)

http://pewinternet.org/~/media//Files/Reports/2011/
Twitter%20Update%202011.pdf

RECRUITMENT RESULTS
 ■ 625 completed screeners 

over 6 weeks

 ■ 599 provided their Twitter 
name; 26 did not

Of those recruited:

 ■ 65 Hispanics 

 ■ 70 Diabetics

 ■ 127 Young Adults (18–24)

The average participant in a 
non-food diary responded 

to 79% of our questions.

In the introductory survey, 
our participants self-

reported that they averaged 
about 5 Tweets per day.


