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11% of online adults use Twitter or update their status online  
Twitter users are mobile, less tethered by technology  

 
In the past three years, developments in social networking and internet applications have 
begun providing internet users with more opportunities for sharing short updates about 
themselves, their lives, and their whereabouts online. Users may post messages about 
their status, their moods, their location and other tidbits on social networks and blogging 
sites, or on applications for sending out short messages to networks of friends like 
Twitter, Yammer and others. 
 
As of December 2008, 11% of online American adults said they used a service like 
Twitter or another service that allowed them to share updates about themselves or to see 
the updates of others.1  Just a few weeks earlier, in November 2008, 9% of internet users 
used Twitter or updated their status online and in May of 2008, 6% of internet users 
responded yes to a slightly different question, where users were asked if they used 
“Twitter or another ‘microblogging’ service to share updates about themselves or to see 
updates about others.” 
 
Of the standalone applications that enable short messaging to a network of friends, 
Twitter is the most well known. First made available to those online in August 2006,2 
Twitter allows users to send messages, known as “tweets” from a computer or a mobile 
device like a mobile phone, Blackberry or iPhone. Users of the service are asked to post 
messages of no more than 140 characters and those messages are delivered to others who 
have signed up to receive them such as family, friends or colleagues. 
 
Twitter’s open development platform allows outside developers to build add-on 
applications to expand the service’s functionality. Twitter users can select from a variety 
of third-party Twitter interfaces, browser plug-ins, photo- and video-sharing applications 

                                                 
1 This definition can also potentially include use of status messages or mood and location messages on a 
social network site. All references to “Twitter user” in this report refer to those who say they update their 
status on social networks or elsewhere online. 
2 http://twitter.com/about#about  
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that enhance mobile and computer-based use of the basic application. Users have 
themselves expanded the information carried in a twitter message through the 
development of in-tweet shorthand and symbols3 that allow for the sharing, replicating 
and searching of tweets.  
 
Younger internet users lead the way in using Twitter and similar services. 
As with many technologies, enthusiastic users have used Twitter for more than just 
answering the question, “What are you doing?” Twitter has been used to help organize 
and disseminate information during major events like the 2008 California wildfires, the 
recent American elections, the Mumbai massacre and even the January 2009 crash of US 
Airways flight 1549 into the Hudson River. Janis Krum, a passenger on a ferry that 
rushed to the scene, took a photo of the plane with a cell phone and sent it out via his 
Twitter feed.4  Twitter and other status updates have also been used for many other 
purposes including the airing of complaints against companies, sharing ideas, forwarding 
interesting material, documenting events, conversing and flirting. 
 
Twitter and similar services have been most avidly embraced by young adults.5 Nearly 
one in five (19%) online adults ages 18 to 24 have ever used Twitter and its ilk, as have 
20% of online adults 25 to 34. Use of these services drops off steadily after age 35 with 
10% of 35 to 44 year olds and 5% of 45 to 54 year olds using Twitter. The decline is even 
more stark among older internet users; 4% of 55-64 year olds and 2% of those 65 and 
older use Twitter. 
 
Given the youth of most Twitter users, it is not surprising to find that online Americans 
who live in lower-income households are more likely to use Twitter than more affluent 
Americans. Some 17% of internet users in households earning less than $30,000 tweet 
and update their status, compared with 10% of those earning more than $75,000 
annually.6 Younger adults generally earn less money than older adults. 
 
Wireless internet users are also more likely to be users of Twitter and other status 
updating services; 14% of users who access the internet wirelessly via a laptop, handheld 
or cell phone have used a service like Twitter, compared to 6% of users who go online 
but do not do so wirelessly. 
 
The use of Twitter is highly intertwined with the use of other social media; both blogging 
and social network use increase the likelihood that an individual also uses Twitter. Adults 
who use online social networks are much more likely to say that they have used Twitter 
or some other service to update their status and read the status updates of others. Nearly 
one quarter (23%) of social network users say they have ever Twittered or used a similar 
service.  In comparison, just 4% of those who do not use social networks have ever used 

                                                 
3 Here we mean terms and symbols like “RT” for “retweet,” “DM” for “direct message” and the use of # 
before a phrase to create a consistent tag that is searchable. 
4 http://www.alleyinsider.com/2009/1/us-airways-crash-rescue-picture-citizen-jouralism-twitter-at-work  
5 In this report, the term “Twitter user” refers to users of Twitter and internet users who have updated a 
status online on a social network or elsewhere. 
6 Note: 22% of respondents did not give their income. 

 2

http://www.alleyinsider.com/2009/1/us-airways-crash-rescue-picture-citizen-jouralism-twitter-at-work


Twitter or updated their status online. The correlation between status updates and social 
network use is less surprising given that many social network sites offer opportunities to 
post status updates and read the updates of others. Facebook offers a status update feature 
while other social networks offer taglines and mood updates, often rendered with an 
adjective and a smiley face indicating the corresponding emotion.  
 
Blogging shows a similar pattern; 27% of bloggers Twitter, compared with just 10% of 
those who do not keep a blog. Overall, 13% of internet users have created a blog.   
 
Portrait of a Twitter user 
A look at the demographic profile of Twitter users as a whole reveals some additional 
details about who uses Twitter and how they communicate and consume information. 
 
As noted above, Twitter users are overwhelmingly young. However, unlike the majority 
of other applications with a similarly large percentage of youth, Twitter use is not 
dominated by the youngest of young adults. Indeed, the median age of a Twitter user is 
31. In comparison, the median age of a MySpace user is 27, Facebook user is 26 and 
LinkedIn user is 40.7 
 
Twitter users are slightly more racially and ethnically diverse than is the full U.S. 
population, most likely because they are younger – and younger Americans are a more 
ethnically and racially diverse group than is the full population. 
 
Twitter users are also slightly more likely to live in urban areas, with 35% of Twitter 
users living in urban areas (compared to 29% of all internet users) and just 9% of 
Twitterers and status updaters living in rural areas, compared to 17% of internet users.  
 
Twitter users are more mobile in their communication and consumption of 
information. 
Twitter users and status updaters are a mobile bunch; as a group they are much more 
likely to be using wireless technologies – laptops, handhelds and cell phones -- for 
internet access, or cell phones for text messaging. 
 
More than three-quarters (76%) of Twitter users use the internet wirelessly – either on a 
laptop with a wireless connection, or via PDA, handheld or cell phone. In comparison, 
57% of those who go online but do not use Twitter, and 59% of internet users as a whole 
connect to the internet wirelessly. 
 
Overall, cell phone ownership among Twitter users is comparable to the online 
population as a whole, but Twitter users are more likely to use their cell phone to text and 
go online. More than four in five (82%) Twitter users have a cell phone and use it to send 
text messages, while 59% of those who go online but do not use Twitter (and 61% of the 
internet-using population at large) own a cell phone and use it to send text messages.   

                                                 
7 The median ages of users of various social network sites is from page 6 in our Adults and Social 
Networking Data Memo from January 2009, http://www.pewinternet.org/PPF/r/272/report_display.asp and 
comes from our May 2008 survey. 
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Twitter users are also more likely to use their cell phones to connect to the internet; fully 
two in five (40%) Twitterers with cell phones use the device to connect to the internet, 
while one quarter (24%) of those who go online but do not use Twitter do the same.8  
 
Along with communicating extensively via untethered mobile devices, Twitter users are 
more likely to consume news and information on these devices as well.9 For many 
Twitter users, learning about and sharing relevant and recent nuggets of information is a 
primary utility of the service. While Twitter users are just as likely as others to consume 
news on any given day, they are more likely to consume it on mobile devices and less 
likely to engage with news via more traditional outlets. Twitterers are less likely to read a 
printed copy of a newspaper, but more likely to read a newspaper online (76% vs. 60% of 
non-Twitter users), and more likely to read a news story on a cell phone (14% vs. 6%) or 
on a smart phone (17% vs. 7%). A similar pattern holds for video news consumption; on 
any given day, Twitter users are just as likely as others to watch news on a TV, and just 
as likely to watch video news on a computer, but more likely to watch a news video on a 
cell phone (6% vs. 1%) or on a smart phone (8% vs. 1%). 

Twitter Users More Mobile in News Consumption
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8 Data on twitter users and going online via a cell phone is from Pew Internet’s November 2008 Post-
Election Survey, fielded between November 20 and December 4, 2008. 
9 Data on twitter and news consumption is from Pew Internet’s November 2008 Post-Election Survey, 
fielded between November 20 and December 4, 2008 with an n of 2,254 adults 18 and older and a margin 
of error +/- 2 percentage points for the total sample. For the sample based on internet users (n=1591) the 
margin of error is +/- 3 percentage points. 
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Regardless of the platform, Twitter users are also significant consumers of blog content; 
21% read someone else’s blog “yesterday” and 57% of Twitterers have ever read a blog. 
By comparison, 9% of those who go online but do not Twitter read someone else’s blog 
yesterday, and 29% have ever read a blog.  Twitter users also keep blogs at a greater rate 
than the overall online population; 29% of Twitter users have ever created a blog, and 8% 
worked on a blog “yesterday.” In contrast, 11% of internet users have created a blog and 
3% are working on their blog on any given day. 
 
In conclusion, Twitter users engage with news and own technology at the same rates as 
other internet users, but the ways in which they use the technology – to communicate, 
gather and share information – reveals their affinity for mobile, untethered and social 
opportunities for interaction. Moreover, Twitter as an application allows for and enhances 
these opportunities, so it is not so surprising that users would engage in these kinds of 
activities and also be drawn to an online application that expands those opportunities. 
 
About the Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life Project 
The Pew Internet Project is an initiative of the Pew Research Center, a nonprofit “fact 
tank” that provides information on the issues, attitudes and trends shaping America and 
the world. The Pew Internet Project explores the impact of the internet on children, 
families, communities, the work place, schools, health care and civic/political life.  The 
Project is nonpartisan and takes no position on policy issues. Support for the project is 
provided by The Pew Charitable Trusts.  
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Fall Tracking Survey 2008 Final Topline 12/29/08 

Data for November 19 – December 20, 2008 
Princeton Survey Research Associates International 
for the Pew Internet & American Life Project 

 

 
Sample: n= 2,253 national adults, age 18 and older, including 502 cell phone interviews ;  
Interviewing dates: 11.19.08 – 12.20.08 
 
Margin of error is plus or minus 2 percentage points for results based on total national [n=2,253] 
Margin of error is plus or minus 3 percentage points for results based on National internet users [n=1,650] 
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WEB1 Please tell me if you ever use the internet to do any of the following things.  Do 

you ever use the internet to…/Did you happen to do this yesterday, or not?10 
 

Based on internet users 

 TOTAL HAVE 
EVER DONE 

THIS 

----------   
DID 

YESTERDAY 
HAVE NOT 
DONE THIS DON’T KNOW REFUSED 

Use Twitter or another service to share 
updates about yourself or to see updates 
about others11      

Current National 11 4 89 1 -- 

November 2008 
9 3 90 * * 

May 2008 
6 2 93 1 -- 

 
 
Methodology 
This report is based on the findings of a daily tracking survey on Americans' use of the 
Internet. The bulk of the results in this report are based on data from telephone interviews 
conducted by Princeton Survey Research Associates International between November 19 
and December 20, 2008 among a sample of 2,253 adults, 18 and older, including 502 cell 
phone interviews as well as interviews conducted in Spanish.  For results based on the 
total sample, one can say with 95% confidence that the error attributable to sampling and 
other random effects is plus or minus 2 percentage points.  For results based Internet 
users (n=1,650), the margin of sampling error is plus or minus 3 percentage points.  
 
Data on Twitter, blogs and news consumption is from Pew Internet’s November 2008 
Post-Election Survey, fielded between November 20 and December 4, 2008 with an n of 
2,254 adults 18 and older and a margin of error +/- 2 percentage points for the total 
sample. For the sample based on internet users (n=1591) the margin of error is +/- 3 
percentage points. 
 
One data point in the memo is from our May 2008 survey fielded from April 8 to May 
11, 2008, among a sample of 2,251 adults, 18 and older.  For results based on the total 
sample in the May survey, one can say with 95% confidence that the error attributable to 
sampling and other random effects is plus or minus 2.4 percentage points.  For results 
based Internet users (n=1,553), the margin of sampling error is plus or minus 2.8 
percentage points.  In addition to sampling error, question wording and practical 
difficulties in conducting telephone surveys may introduce some error or bias into the 
findings of opinion polls.  

                                                 
10 Prior to January 2005, question wording was “Please tell me if you ever do any of the following when 
you go online.  Do you ever…?/Did you happen to do this yesterday, or not?”   
11 In May 2008, item wording was “Use Twitter or another “micro-blogging” service to share updates about 
yourself or to see updates about others” 


