
Join the 
Twittersphere 

Whether you’re tweeting for a brand, a business or even yourself,  
here’s how to make an impact and connect with your audience

By Jackie Cameron
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THE NUMBER OF TWITTER USERS IN  

THE COUNTRY HAS MORE THAN  

DOUBLED IN ONE YEAR

tsogosun.com  119

ADVICE BUSINESS

o you know your #hashtags from your  

@handles? Are you topping up in Buffer  

or stockpiling messages to drip-feed the  

world through Hootsuite? If so, then you  

are semi-literate – at least – in Twitter. 

If you’re really Twitter smart, you’ll know  

that the place for a full stop is at the beginning of a tweet, so  

that all your followers can see your reply to a fellow user. ‘This is 

useful if you’re talking to a high-profile individual and want your 

audience to see it,’ notes Dan Pinch (@workofsociety), creative 

director of social media and content marketing agency Society.

The Twitterati also tend to use asterisks for highlighting what 

they are up to in the physical world, such as emphasising *sighs*  

or *chuckles*. Or hashtags to highlight a sense of humour, for 

example when they are #notamused about something or have 

made a #Freudianslip.

THE PLACE TO BE
If you aren’t literate in Twitter you run the risk of becoming a 

real-world social outcast and workplace dunce. 

Figures from the South African Social Media Landscape 2014 

study by World Wide Worx and Fuseware show that the number 

of Twitter users in the country has more than doubled in one 

year, from 2.4 million to 5.5 million. Facebook remains the most 

popular social media platform, with 9.4 million people actively 

engaging on the network, although Twitter is set to catch up  

fast as it has seen the highest percentage growth (129%) over  

one year.

D

Although these cyberspace chat zones have the label ‘social’ 

attached to them, they are becoming an increasingly important 

business tool. Mike Wronski, managing director of social media 

analytics company Fuseware, says the study indicates that 80% 

of South African corporations are on Twitter.

We are increasingly using our cellphones to access our social 

media accounts. Arthur Goldstuck of World Wide Worx notes at 

least eight out of 10 of us are now using our phones to tweet.

GET SAVVY
Although we’re all tweeting away, we aren’t necessarily spending 

our time productively in the medium. Very few people are adept 

at engaging through Twitter – and that includes high-powered 

movers and shakers who are impressive communicators beyond 

the internet. Just because  

you can negotiate your way 

through tough deals doesn’t 

mean that you are effective  

at getting your point across  

in the mere 140 characters 

Twitter allows. 

‘Most South African  

leaders don’t really get the 

point of social media and 

churn out company-relevant 

info as if they are speaking  

at a staff function through  

a megaphone,’ says Kaveer 

Beharee (@Ubiquity_ZA;  

more than 13 000 followers)  

of stakeholder management 

and communications con-

sultancy Ubiquity. So, how  

do you speak Twitter, then? 

Twitter has easy-to-use 

guides on the basics on its  

site, but they’re not much  

help if you’re aiming to look 

like an adept social media 

conversationalist. Here are a 

few pointers on how to take 

your communications strategy 

to the top level.

HANDLE WITH CARE
Polish your profile Choose  

a username, to be preceded  

by the @ symbol, for example, 

@JohnSmith. Ensure you pick 

an appropriate one. A name like 

‘@nodisrespectho’ is unlikely  

to impress business contacts. 

Neither is the pretentious  

‘@IgnitedBrain’. 

Keep it short Twitter allows 

handles of up to 15 characters. 

Try to keep it as short as you 

can as this will free up space 

for messaging. It will also be 

easier for others to retweet 

your posts and include their 

comments – and that’s good 

for building influence.

Take your pic Do upload  

an image of yourself, or you  

will look like the default oval- 

shaped Twitter icon, which  

will put you at a disadvantage. 

People don’t want to build 

relationships with an egg (yes, 

that joke has done the rounds). 

Learn the lingo
RT Retweet. Share someone else’s message.

MT Modified tweet. Someone else’s tweet you have altered, usually so that  
you can fit in your own comments.

Hashtag Place the # sign in front of a word or phrase so people can join  
your conversation. Or, search Twitter using a hashtag and find out what other  

people are tweeting on the subject. Subjects that are really popular ‘trend’,  
often with the help of a #.



YOU CAN DELETE TWEETS, BUT SOMETIMES 

THEY GATHER A LIFE OF THEIR OWN  

AND MOVE BEYOND YOUR CONTROL
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ACTIVE AGENT
Think before you tweet  
You can delete tweets, but 

sometimes they gather a life  

of their own and move beyond 

your control before you have 

had the chance to fix an error, 

because people RT (Twitter 

shorthand for ‘retweet’). 

One classic example was  

the case around Christmas 

2013 of Justine Sacco, who 

sent out a racist note before 

boarding a plane from the US 

to South Africa. By the time 

the plane touched down, her 

comment had gone viral and 

she had been fired by her  

then employer. 

Surprisingly, she was a 

communications executive, 

which just goes to show that 

even the so-called experts can 

get this medium wrong. Sacco 

apologised, but the damage 

was irreparable. 

Be genuine Avoid a tone that  

is too businesslike, even if you 

are using Twitter as a marketing 

tool, says Pinch. ‘People want 

authenticity. Don’t speak like a 

faceless corporate entity. Talk 

with a bit of human warmth,’ 

he suggests.

Keep it chatty Talk with people, not to them, says Lynne Smit of 

Cape Town-based Hippo Communications (@TheHippoTeam). 

‘Don’t be lazy and post endless inspirational quotes. Let your 

personality, or your brand’s personality, shine,’ suggests Smit, 

who runs a team that manages Twitter accounts on behalf of 

busy executives.

Get graphic Tweet pictures as a way of getting out a longer 

message. Convert what you want to say into an image, says 

Gillian Findlay of Cambial Communications in Johannesburg.  

‘You can brand your pictures quite effectively. For example, you 

could take a quote from a speaker at a conference and convert 

this into an image that includes your logo,’ says Findlay, who  

has not far off 20 000 people following her @Gillian_Findlay 

personal account.

Keep at it If you haven’t sent  

out a tweet for a month, other 

users might think your account 

is dormant. ‘Twitter is a hungry 

medium. It’s time-consuming,’ 

says Findlay. She aims to tweet 

at least seven times a day, with  

a combination of her own tweets, 

replies to tweets and retweets 

to demonstrate to her Twitter 

community that she is actively 

engaging with them. ‘The more  

I tweet, the more followers I get.’

Make it personal Findlay tries  

to respond to everyone who 

engages with her. 

Be positive Findlay makes  

a point of only tweeting on 

positive issues. She’s proudly 

South African and will never 

tweet about disasters.

TOP OF THE LISTS 
Organise your followers  
and targets Twitter experts 

build lists (click on the ‘More’ 

drop-down), to which they add 

people they’d like to nurture as 

contacts. It’s flattering to be on 

someone’s list of ‘Smart Social 

Media Peeps’ or ‘Influential 

South Africans’. 

Spy on competitors Want to 

know what others are doing 

but don’t want them to know 

you’re watching them? Create  

a list, but ensure the setting 

on that list is set to ‘private’, 

says Beharee. ‘Add the person, 

company or competitor to the 

list. They won’t have a clue 

you’re following them.’

Understanding Twitter power 
Quality of followers is more 

important than quantity, say 

Beharee and Findlay. If you 

want an idea of someone’s 

influence, look at what lists 

they are on. 

The art of retweeting
Watch what you share and think before you RT or 

favourite someone else’s tweet. Even if you say your 
RTs aren’t endorsements of particular opinions, the 
fact you’ve responded sends out the message that 
you agree with them. Remember you can face legal 
action if what you pass on is untrue or defamatory. 

Also, don’t steal tweets, says Ubiquity’s Kaveer 
Beharee, as it is socially unacceptable on Twitter.

Thinking ahead 
Decide in advance which 

topics you’ll avoid. You might 
choose to steer clear of 

religion or politics. ‘You need 
a clear policy and protocols 
to follow before you start. It’s 
like an antenuptial contract. 
You prepare for the worst 

long before it happens,’ says 
Lynne Smit of Hippo 

Communications.


