
	
		
			THE CONVERSATION

			Carlos Albaladejo talks with Jack Dorsey. “Brevity inspires creativity”

			JACK DORSEY is, at 30, one of the most successful entrepreneurs in Sillicon Valley. A software engineer, in 2006, along with Biz Stone and Evan Williams, he launched Twitter, a tool which has redrawn the map of social media and given rise to microblogging. The service has experienced massive growth: in the United States alone it received 20.1 million hits in June 2009. 

			CARLOS ALBADALEJO, 29, is an expert in digital communication. From April 2008 to June 2009 he was in charge of technical co-ordination of the UNESCO Chair in e-Learning at the UOC from which he launched his blog www.unescochair.blogs.uoc.edu. He is currently part of the Technical Office of the eLearn Center. Both are passionate about technology, social networks and how they affect the way our society functions.
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			Within the range of tools which make up the so-called social web, Twitter is both the simplest and the most human, and has been extremely helpful in providing structure for social relations, even on a large scale. How did it all come about? I’ve always been fascinated by how cities function and what happens in them in real-time. I began to feel very drawn to the idea of managing this information. I wanted to put the way a city functioned on a map. I thought the most sensible way to go about this was to find out about the people who are on the move around the city; couriers who deliver parcels, lorry-drivers, cyclists, etc. If you catch a taxi, the driver always tells you who they are, where they’ve just come from and who was the last person who travelled with them. If you catch all the taxis in Barcelona and ask them to tell you where they’re going and what they’re doing you will get a virtually complete visual map of what is going on in the city. But this map would miss the people, the actual citizens, my friends. From there I got the idea to work on a prototype of Twitter in the year 2000, based on a Blackberry, which worked via e-mail. At that time, I used services like LiveJournal or the messaging system IM, whose away message proved really inspirational to me: I wanted to be able to update it whenever I wanted to in real-time.That’s how I started to develop the root of Twitter, but the problem was that hardly anybody used Blackberry because it was expensive. In 2005, when SMS became popular in the US, we realised that this type of messaging worked perfectly, so we thought, ‘Why don’t we do it in the style of SMS? It could be brilliant’. And it was. 

			“Knowledge is built out of small details”

			Since then Twitter has become an indispensible tool for social communication. During the last meeting of the G20 in London, the demonstrators outside kept up to date via the tool that you created. In other countries such as Iran and Egypt, Twitter is proving useful for political and social activism. You’re referring to the story of James Karl Buck, a student of journalism at the University of California, Berkeley, who went to Egypt to cover the April 2008 protests. Despite having a sizeable social network, he was frustrated to find that everyone else seemed to know when and where the next demonstration was taking place, whereas he always arrived too late. After finding out that the Egyptian protesters were using Twitter to arrange the protests and to avoid the authorities, he joined the network and turned up at his first protest. “Whenever the number of moustaches around you increases you can guess that something is about to happen,” he tweeted. A few minutes later, several policemen (with moustaches) surrounded and arrested him. Before the police confiscated his telephone, Jack updated his Twitter status with a single word ‘Arrested’. Within 24 hours he had managed to get out of prison.

			In Buck’s case, one word was enough to send an urgent message, but how can anyone condense knowledge into just 140 characters? I think that brevity inspires creativity. For example, your notebook is full of lines. It’s a large space. Many people wouldn’t know what to write there. It’s a bit difficult because the space is too big. It’s easier to approach a small canvas than a big one. Somehow it forces you to focus more on the present, in real-time. We have always thought of knowledge as something incredibly well-thought out, as highly structured information. But it’s not like that; we amass small details to build knowledge. It doesn’t necessarily need to be condensed into 140 characters, but if we take a certain number of Twitter updates, you can call it knowledge. You could even call it wisdom. 

			“Twitter allows huge organisations which people can’t understand to get on a level with their customers”

			Those 140 characters can serve to build knowledge, but can also raise awareness of ideas, projects, initiatives and above all, brands. The most interesting thing I’ve seen on this subject is that companies these days offer much more information. They are in direct contact with their customers. They chat with them via Twitter. I think it’s fascinating as it allows huge organisations which people don’t like or understand, such as Telefónica, (a Spanish telecommunications corp), to come down to our level, to the level of its customers. It makes that type of company more accessible, and if they keep it up, more socially responsible as they offer a constant stream of information in the public domain.

			But not all businesses act like that. The risk of a tool like Twitter lies in getting lost in the noise: the difference between a conversation between Telefónica and its customers and spam isn’t a very big one… It’s true but perhaps the most interesting thing about Twitter is that it’s totally defined by the recipient. It’s me who decides whether to subscribe to an account or not, good or bad. If a user ceases to be useful to me I leave them. The user is the one who really turns the tool on and off. Spam is a pain, because you have a series of unwanted people subscribing to your account, but that doesn’t damage the experience. Having said that, we are conscious of the problems spam causes; if we find either a business or an individual who commits abuse or hassles people, we contact them. 

			“We realised from the beginning that the concept had great potential”

			Michel Bauwens, creator of the P2P Foundation, states that transferring the peer-to-peer philosophy on which the well-known file-sharing sites are based to our society is one of the few ways to assure social equality in conversation. Did you think of those kinds of things when you were developing the tool? No, I only thought about the use that I wanted it to have. To me that’s the important thing as you can’t anticipate how people will use the technology, which is why I believe it’s best to leave it open. I had a particular use in mind. I wanted to be in contact with my friends as much as possible. I wanted to know where they were and what they were doing. People interpret the question we ask them, (‘What are you doing?’) in many different ways, which is great. I also wanted robots to be able to use the system. For example, in Twitter there’s a plant with a water sensor and when it gets dry it asks it’s carer to water it. That kind of thing fascinates me, sensors which make the world a more accessible place. 

			The figures for the use of Twitter are amazing; every month beats the previous one in terms of growth, it’s the brand with the biggest presence in social networking. Aren’t you worried about the speed that it’s all happening at? We realised from the beginning that the concept had great potential. We could tell that something was going to happen. But we didn’t know that it would happen so quickly. That’s the surprising part: the immediacy with which the service became useful to millions of people. It’s a little frightening, but it’s also extremely exciting. Nothing seems as fascinating to me as having all these people ready to interact in such an immediate way, worldwide.

			+INFO

			Jack Dorsey on Twitter twitter.com/jack

			Monograph about Twitter in The Daily Telegraph www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/twitter/

			Microblogging microblogging.com/

			Quantcast: Statistics on Twitter users’profiles www.quantcast.com/twitter.com#demographics

			Tweteerland, Twitter applications tweeterland.com/twitter-applications/
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