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The Internet is full of linguistic change in progress, yet remains under-utilized as a 

resource for sociolinguistic investigation. Herring (2004) and Squires (2010) argue that 

studies using Computer-mediated Communication (CMC) as data sources can produce 

results contributing to broader discussions of language change, social meaning, and 

other topics of interest to sociolinguists. 

The informal, interpersonal nature of most Internet-based social media is 

particularly fertile ground for the creation and propagation of innovative slang. In this 

paper I explore the discourse patterns of a set of community-specific slang words in 

the online microblogging platform Twitter. Specifically, I examine the role of these 

slang words in the construction of social structure within the Twitter community. A 

secondary aim of the paper is to develop an innovative methodology incorporating the 

dimension of time into established corpus techniques, to investigate how the discourse 

patterns of these slang words change over time. 

The study is based on a 19-million-word corpus of Twitter posts designed to 

include all Twitter posts containing the following community-specific lexical 

innovations: tweeps, tweeties, tweeple, tweethearts, tweople, twerps, tweetheads, 

twitterbugs, tweebs, and twittertwatters, from March 2006 through December 2011. 

These variants all share the approximate meaning “Twitter friends.” For example, 

tweople (1) combines “Twitter” and “people”, tweeps (2) comes from “Twitter peeps”, 

and “Twitter sweethearts” becomes tweethearts (3): 

1. How many Tweople got hair cut today? 

2. For all you working tweeps out there...apparently tweeting at work is a good 

thing 

3. Time for bed - busy day tomorrow. Goodnight Tweethearts! Thanks for the 

fun and tweet dreams:) 

I take a three-pronged approach to analyzing the discourse trends in the corpus, 

following Bednarek (2009). The analysis begins with a comparison of the full Twitter 

People Corpus with a reference corpus (2012 English Tweet SRS), to find out how the 

discourse patterns of texts containing Twitter People variants differs from general 

Twitter discourse. This is followed by comparative analysis of the individual Twitter 

People variant subcorpora, to reveal any variation in discourse tendencies among the 

variants. Finally, discourse patterns of interest identified in the previous two steps are 

used to guide a manual analysis of the Twitter People slang in the context of individual 

Twitter posts, providing interpretive context for understanding the patterns observed at 

more abstracted levels of the analysis. 

The conventional corpus methodologies described above are complemented by an 

innovative application of corpus methods incorporating fine-grained time data 

collected along with the Twitter text. The integration of this time data enables the 

investigation of changes in the proportional frequencies of specific words over time. 

For example, the following figure shows the monthly proportional frequency of url (a 

placeholder for all hyperlinks) in the tweeps subcorpus, from January 2007 through 

December 2011: 



 
The proportional frequency of URLs decreases over time in the tweeps subcorpus; 

this trend is consistent across all of the Twitter People variants, suggesting a collective 

shift in the usage patterns of the variable as a whole. The reverse trend (increasing 

proportional frequency over time) was found for two Twitter-specific conventions: 

hashtags (searchable topic markers) and mentions (direct linking references to other 

Twitter users), for all Twitter People variants. 

One of the most common uses of the Twitter People variable is as a collective 

greeting, often as a user’s first Twitter post of the day: “Good morning tweeps.” 

Together with the predominance of mentions and hashtags, this suggests that Twitter 

People variants are frequently used when the author wants to collectively address other 

Twitter users, aiming to reach a wide audience with his or her post. 

Also consistent with this picture is the fact that the majority of the Twitter People 

word forms in the corpus are plural; it appears much more common for a Twitter user 

to collectively address his or her tweeties than it is to refer to a single, specific 

tweethead. Twitter users aren’t using the Twitter People variants in one-on-one 

interactions, but rather in broad, group-based communications. And although first 

person singular pronouns are among the most frequent words in the reference Twitter 

discourse, they are much less frequent in the audience-oriented Twitter People Corpus. 

These results align with Zappavigna’s (2012) proposal that “tw-” naming slang is 

used to create “ambient affiliation” and create solidarity among Twitter users. Twitter 

People slang contributes to the negotiation of social space in Twitter by creating 

relationships between the author of the post and his or her potential (known or 

unknown) audience. The results of the diachronic portion of the analysis suggest that 

this affiliation-creating function of the Twitter People variable became more 

predominant over time (increased mentions and hashtags) while potentially competing 

functions, such as the dissemination of information (decreased urls) gave way. 
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