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A guide to Twitter 

This guide provides an overview of Twitter, for those who are new to it, so that they can 
get up and running quickly, and get the maximum value from their account. The guide 
contains information about: 
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Important! 

Before you start to use Twitter, or any other social media tools, you must make yourself 
familiar with the NHS England Social media and attributed digital content policy. 

If you are setting up a Twitter account for your team or project, rather than a personal 
account, you must contact the NHS England Digital media team – 
england.web@nhs.net in the first instance.  

What is Twitter? 

Twitter is a ‘microblogging’ site. It allows anyone to publish online short messages of up 
to 140 characters. The service requires registration using an email address but is free to 
use.  Go to www.twitter.com to sign up for an account. 
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Once a user has a Twitter account they should add a biography – a 160 character 
description of themselves – a webpage link (you could link to the NHS England website 
– www.england.nhs.uk/), a profile picture, and begin following other Twitter accounts. 

By following other Twitter accounts you can begin to create a real-time feed of new 
tweets in your Twitter feed (as shown in figure 1). For example, if you were to follow lots 
of sports personalities you will see tweets about their sports and lives. Similarly if you 
follow NHS organisations and people interested in healthcare your feed will fill with 
healthcare related information. 

Who you follow is up to you, but anyone and everyone can follow you back. 

 

Figure 1: An example of a real-time Twitter feed 

What is a tweet? 

Twitter account holders can publish messages or ‘tweets’ of up to 140 characters. These 
fall into three broad categories: 
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A tweet: a message to everyone. People both registered and unregistered on Twitter 
can read these tweets. An example of a tweet is: 

“What is going on with the Leeds weather?! Bring back the sun!” 

A mention: this is also a public (readable to all whether registered or not on Twitter) 
message. However it differs to a tweet in that it is directed to one or more specific Twitter 
users. A mention is used in many ways, but for now we’ll just see a simple (made up) 
example: 

“@stgeorgestrust thanks for the great care you gave my mum! The staff on B3 are 
amazing!” 

A direct message (DM): a private message only viewable by the sender and the 
recipient. Think of a DM as an email, but with a limit of 140 characters. An example may 
be: 

“Hey, give me a shout when you’re free for a call. My number is 0207 000 0000” 

What do people do with these tweets? 

In the main they read them, if they see them. If they wish to, they can retweet them to 
their own followers. However, unlike the examples above tweets often contain more 
information than just text. A tweet can contain other information such as: 

 web addresses 
 pictures and videos 
 hashtags 

Adding web addresses 

Including a web address in a tweet, for example: 

“The next time you can give blood @stgeorgestrust is on 23rd June. Other sessions in 
Tooting can be found here: http://bit.ly.random”, 

helps to direct people to further sources of information. This is often used to promote a 
person’s new blog post or pass on an interesting webpage that one of the people you 
follow has found, as shown in figure 2: 
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Figure 2: A tweet promoting a blog post. The tweet uses a shortened URL from the bit.ly service. A 
hashtag is also used (see page 5 for more on this). 

By using web addresses that direct people to NHS England’s website we can help drive 
traffic towards the site and provide much more information on a topic than we can in 140 
characters. In this way Twitter is acting as an electronic signposting service. 

How can I shorten the URL (web address)? 

Due to Twitter’s 140 characters limit, a number of free online services that shorten long 
URLs have sprung up. These services all offer a way to shorten a URL down to 20 
characters so that you still have 120 characters to play with. 

One such service is bit.ly. Simply paste the long URL into the box at http://bit.ly/ and it 
will be shortened automatically. You can then copy the shortened URL for use in a 
tweet. 

If you sign up for an account with Bit.ly you can also access, for free, some basic 
tracking information. This allows you to track how many times the link has been clicked 
on, when it was clicked on and from which country the click originated. Tracking the 
most popular links can help inform what kind of information is popular with your 
followers. 

Photos and videos 

Pictures can be included in tweets to illustrate a point or cast light on an event. They 
give a tweet context and can be used to literally show what is going on, for example 
pictures from events and conferences. 

Videos are even more informative – giving the viewer more information through the tone, 
expressions and vocabulary used. These need not be a professionally edited video, in 
fact short, informal, home-made videos often feel more authentic. A quick video of a 
conference, or training attendee describing the day, is very effective. 
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Both photos and videos can be recorded on your iPhone, and posted directly to Twitter. 

Hashtags 

A hash looks like this: #, and it is used to tag a word or string of words. For example, 
#NHSEngland, #NHS, #nhsreform. 

Doing this, you can see in figure 3, turns the ‘hashtagged’ word(s) blue and makes them 
clickable. 

 

Figure 3: A tweet by the editor of the Health Service Journal, which includes the #nhsreform hashtag, 
a mention (@mbirty) and a shortened URL using bit.ly. 

By clicking on the hashtag Twitter searches for all other tweets with that hashtag. This 
results in the collation of tweets around a certain subject. 

Hashtags are used a lot at conferences to offer a ‘back channel’ of dialogue for 
delegates to discuss and express their views before, during and after the conference (for 
example #Expo14NHS).  They can also be used for less serious content, for example: 

“Just putting together the @retailweek grocery newsletter. Would you judge me if I told 
you it was my favourite one? #shopping #shouldgetoutmore” 

Monitoring 

Tweets are searchable. By using Twitter’s search function either on www.twitter.com or 
using a column in Tweetdeck (www.tweetdeck.com) you can check for mentions of your 
account, organisation and related topics. 

www.addictomatic.com offers a free service which searches multiple online channels 
such as Twitter, YouTube and Blogs all at once. This offers a quick and easy way to 
search for items related to your organisation online. 
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Google Alerts is another free service which notifies you when an online query such as 
‘#nhsengland’ is matched online. Email notifications can be sent ‘as it happens’, ‘once a 
day’ or ‘once a week’; once a day is the most manageable. You can set up notification 
emails to be sent to your personal email address. 

Scheduling a tweet 

Tweetdeck and similar Twitter management software enables you to schedule tweets. 

This means that tweets can be planned in advance, and can be sent without you being 
logged into your Twitter account. This makes sending content out easier as scheduled 
tweets can be set up at the beginning of the week and will then allow the account to be 
active over the following week, even if you are struggling for time. 

However, care should be taken to ensure the tweets, while regular, do not become 
monotonous and aren’t sent at exactly the same time each day. If this occurs followers 
can begin to guess that they are scheduled tweets and the account may not be trusted 
as much because of this. 

What actions can a tweet illicit?  

Responses vary and depend on a whole host of things such as: 

 time of day 
 what someone has read that morning 
 whether they have been in contact with NHS England recently 
 their political views. 

More personalised messages, mentions and direct messages (DM) will often illicit a 
response from the receiver of the message. Naturally, people feel good when someone 
talks to them instead of the thousands of other people they could be talking to! 

A tweet may get retweeted by someone who follows your account. This is usually a 
positive action but can be negative if the person retweeting adds a negative or sarcastic 
comment to the end of the tweet. 

Followers of your organisation may also mention it as a result of a tweet. This could 
begin a conversation with the person and is often a good chance to provide any other 
helpful information they may need. Observers of such a conversation may then see the 
organisation in a more positive light as you are seen to engage with your stakeholders. 

The use of links in a tweet gives the readers a chance to read more about the subject. It 
is therefore very important to ensure the tweet is welcoming and enticing to the reader to 
give them a reason to click on a link. 
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Follow NHS England on Twitter at www.twitter.com/NHSEngland, mention 
@nhsengland, or use the #nhsengland hashtag. 

Please contact england.web@nhs.net for further information and assistance. 

 

This guide is based on information originally published at http://nhssm.org.uk/ 


