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The Twitter Follower Ruse 

How numbers can mask the underlying nature of the network 

 

Twitter—the two-faced friend 

Why do people use Twitter? There seem to be two general classes of user: 

1) The first set of users sees Twitter as a means of rapid, two-way communication. These 

accounts are invariably those of individuals, who tend to keep their feed open all day, and 

have any number of three- or four-@tweet conversations with other individuals about 

what’s going on in their lives. This style of use can be seen like a chat room, or a telephone 

line that is always open to just one’s friends. We’ll call this group “Talkers” 

 

2) The second class of Twitizen sees the platform as a broadcast channel. Most companies and 

organizations tend to fall into this category, as well as some individuals who are famous, or 

experts in a field. The concept is based around gaining many followers, and pushing content 

to those followers, to enhance one’s own brand (personal or corporate). This style of usage 

is more like a radio spot—people have to tune in to hear it, but there isn’t a reciprocal 

dialogue. These are the “Broadcasters.” Corporate Broadcasters can often afford to pay staff 

members to aggregate followers’ tweets, re-tweeting the best and most useful. 

Most often, these two types of user co-exist peacefully. Some Talkers follow some of the 

Broadcasters, and even will re-tweet interesting tidbits or links that a Broadcaster has put out. In fact, 



most users probably haven’t thought about the paradigm under which they operate, but simply go 

about their Twitter business the way they think best. 

Networking and Twitter 

When analyzing a Twitter network, it is essential to recognize the difference between the types 

of user. How one views a user (and said user’s friends and followers) can be informed by knowing what 

the user hopes to gain from the account. 

My analysis began with an organization: The International Association for the Study of Popular 

Romance, or IASPR for short. It was my intent to look at the structure of IASPR’s twitter network, and 

assess the nature and health of this account as a microcosm of the organization as a whole.  

Figure 1 - All IASPR alters, shows the mass of vertices involved.  

 

Figure 1 - All IASPR alters 



The initial results were—frankly—entirely unintelligible. IASPR has almost 600 followers, and 

follows another 800-plus. Even filtering out the ‘friends,’ the 580 followers had ~20,000 directional 

edges between them. More filtering simply made more clear the large-scale interrelation between even 

the least-connected vertices.  

Clearly, I was missing something. The organization is currently in a growth state, but is 

structurally sound, with a fairly large body of volunteers keeping things running. Why should the Twitter 

account look like a black hole about to collapse in on itself? 

The publishing industry and Twitter—finding the actual scholars 

It was at this point that I stumbled upon the duopartite nature of the Twitter userbase described 

above, and realized that filtering by in-degree, out-degree, or centrality, or any other standard measure 

would continue to yield results that either made no sense, or only showed that “everyone follows 

everyone else.” Essentially, the network of people actually interested in romance scholarship was lost in 

a vast quantity of noise, created by non-interested followers. 

Looking at IASPR’s followers’ account descriptions, I saw a distinct pattern—by far and away, the 

largest subset of followers of IASPR were authors (298), followed by accounts that had no discernable 

connection to the study of romance (113). Readers (including bloggers about the genre) were next with 

82 vertices. Even accounts from within the publishing industry (52) had more vertices than those of 

actual scholars of romance or related studies, with only 26 accounts falling into this category. 

To these 26 accounts, I added four more, who are active scholars of romance (with published 

works, conference presentations, or IASPR offices) who have twitter accounts, but do not follow the 

IASPR account (five more active romance scholars do not have Twitter accounts at all). I then removed 

all of the other followers, and pulled the 1-degree followers of the academics, thus creating a 2-degree 

network of only scholars of romance, mostly (but not entirely) egocentric to IASPR. 



These results were much more what I had expected: 

 

Figure 2--academics, 2-degree 

 

At the center, IASPR is the hub that connects most of the interior of the graph. From there, 

other, sometimes larger, hubs fan out, as do many non-hub vertices. 

So, I did (finally!) get my pretty graph. But all the maneuvering I had to do to get it made me 

realize that the most important networking lesson I learned was not about this network at all. My main 

takeaway is that I was not the only person who is confused by how Twitter is used—so are many of the 

users. 



The publishing industry and Twitter—authors, editors, and marketers, oh my! 

So, what does this takeaway mean, really? I will only speak to the industry at hand—popular 

romance fiction, and what IASPR might do to make its account more effective.  

First, here is a list of the major groups within IASPR’s network:  

1) Academics (26)—those who are active members of the academic romance community, or 

have identified themselves as scholars of the genre in their twitter account description. 

These are the people who actually have a vested interest in following the account, yet are 

only about 4% of @IASPR’s followers. 

2) Authors (298)—those who classify themselves as authors (and not also scholars). Aspiring as 

well as published authors are included. In the age of digital publishing, authors are very pro-

active in their own marketing. But these are often the people least savvy in how to 

effectively use Twitter as a marketing tool, resulting in a massive mutual-follow system (and 

resultant network noise) among them.  

3) Groups (10)—writing support groups, and organizations such as Romance Writers of 

America and its subsidiary chapters. There are also a couple of redundant accounts here—

@academicromance and @romancewiki. The latter is an account for the wiki page affiliated 

with the IASPR organization, the other is specifically for re-tweeting the tweets those who 

are at conferences with romance panels. 

4) Marketing (4)—likely spam, these people name themselves as marketing assistance for 

authors and publishers specifically. It appears as though these accounts are simply following 

IASPR to bolster their numbers. 

5) Publishers (52)—those who are in the business. Editors as well as imprints and publishing 

houses are here. Some of the smaller independent houses have a more direct interest in the 

state of romance studies (those specializing in queer romance, for example, can use 



research trends to identify reader interests), but even major imprints following IASPR are 

understandable, considering the vast segment of the market that popular romance fiction 

represents. 

6) Readers (82)—those who are romance aficionados. Some are also bloggers or reviewers, but 

are not identified as being in the industry as publisher, author, or scholar. It is from these 

readers that many of the scholars have come. More importantly, the readers have no reason 

to follow IASPR other than interest. They are not marketing themselves, their books, or their 

company, and therefore are pure followers of the account. Because of the prohibitively 

large number of vertices they would have added, I left them out of the second constructed 

graph. 

7) Unclassifiable/spam (113)—some of the entries here were obviously spam, and some were 

simply low-level private accounts that had no identifiable characteristics that would qualify 

them for a different category. 

 

Next follows a breakdown of what all of these followers look like graphically. The x-axis of the 

chart below is the in-degree of the vertex (their Twitter followers who also are also following IASPR), 

and the y-axis is the total number of Twitter followers the vertex has. Each group has its own color 

assignment: Academics, lavender; Authors, dark green; Groups, red; Marketers, gold; Publishers, yellow; 

Readers, light green; Unclassified, aqua. 

The academics fall mainly to the lower-right quadrant, with comparatively more in-group users 

than followers. This is what one would expect, considering that the bulk of this group falls into the 

Talker category of user. Tweets between the academic accounts are frequent, dealing with romance 



studies sometimes, but also the various subjects relating to friendships that these scholars have formed 

outside of their research. 

 

Figure 3--all IASPR alters 

The same graph is shown again twice below, with two users and their edges selected for 

comparison: @randomhouse and @ericselinger. Random House is a major publisher, and has many 

followers, but relatively few within the IASPR subset. Eric Selinger, the Executive Editor of IASPR’s sister 

journal, is at the opposite end of the in-degree/follower spectrum. 



 

Figure 4--randomhouse 

 

Figure 5—ericselinger 



These versions of the graph show that @randomhouse follows mostly authors (arrows pointing 

to dark green vertices), and that they follow more accounts than follow them. @Ericselinger, on the 

other hand, has a wider type of following, and a balance of accounts which follow him that he does not 

then follow in return. 

 

Tying it back together 

Random House and Eric Selinger are fairly typical for their user paradigms: one is a major 

corporation Broadcaster, the other an individual Talker. How they use their accounts is a very clear 

indicator that each understands what their account is used for. 

Contrast this apparent understanding to @IASPR, which does not have a clear agenda or 

operating procedure. With @academicromance and @romancewiki, @IASPR is cannibalizing its own 

following. While following all three accounts isn’t really a chore most of the time, all three become most 

active during the conferences where popular romance is presented, which then clog a follower’s feed 

with redundant information. 

IASPR‘s best course of action would be to establish a specific plan for its Twitter account. The 

organization is not currently large enough to support a staff member to follow a user feed, therefore, 

the accounts that IASPR follows should be pared significantly. Those volunteers who post IASPR’s tweets 

have their own connections, which are where the bulk of tweeted information will be coming from in 

any case. 

Also, the secondary accounts should be deleted, or changed to be significantly different than 

@IASPR in their output. For example, the @romancewiki account could be set to tweet only when 

changes to the wiki occur. This would reduce account redundancy significantly, and give the follower 

information of value. The @academicromance account could then be eliminated, reverting to a previous 



system of hashtag use (e.g., #romcon or #iaspr) that IASPR’s feed would pick up and re-tweet during 

conferences. 

Finally, posts by IASPR should be more frequent. IASPR has not posted a tweet since their June 

conference. When an account such as this does not tweet, the impression of the organization is that 

their relevance is conference-specific. At the very least, @ calls could be used by the principal scholars in 

the field, to funnel relevant posts, insights, and discussions into one central repository for all to see, 

much as the hashtags above do for conference play-by-plays. 

Essentially, the goal of these changes is to create in @IASPR the single best source for one 

particular brand of information—the academic study of popular romance. When @IASPR is seen as that 

source, their followers will be confident that they are receiving all of the knowledge relevant to this 

subject. Or alternatively, when a follower has new knowledge they will feel confident that if @IASPR 

doesn’t have it no one else does, making that user more likely to tweet it with an @ call for others to 

see. 

Additionally, when @IASPR is seen as that source on Twitter, followers are then more likely to 

follow @IASPR to the romancewiki page or the Journal of Popular Romance Studies when they want or 

need to delve further into a particular topic. They might also be more likely to consider submitting to 

JPRS or present at a conference sponsored by IASPR. Being seen and recognized as an authority in one 

place makes IASPR’s other public faces more likely to be seen in the same light. 

In any case, IASPR only stands to gain from understanding how their brand relates to their 

Twitter account and using that knowledge to bypass the ruse of the ‘how many followers?’ game to 

identify their real network of followers, and create the best Broadcast source for their niche academic 

market.
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