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The Power of the Tweet 

We do we believe this stuff anyway? 

In Alexandre Dumas’ classic novel of 

revenge, The Count of Monte Cristo, 

the protagonist, Edmond Dantes, 

bribes a semaphore operator on the 

border between Spain and France to 

send a single false message. That 

single message severely but 

temporarily disrupts the French bond 

market. This largely destroys the 

fortune of one of the Count’s 

enemies, leaving him vulnerable to 

further manipulation. 

Since the publication of The Count of 

Monte Cristo in 1844, we’ve come a 

long way in secure communications 

technology. There is absolutely no 

way our markets could be 

manipulated by such a single point of 

failure. Or is there? Technology may 

have changed since Dumas wrote his 

novel almost 170 years ago but 

human nature remains the same. 

Twitter and the Stock Market 

On April 23, hackers claiming to 

represent the Syrian Electronic Army, 

managed to access the Associated 

Press’ Twitter account and sent a 

single message, “Breaking: Two 

Explosions in the White House and 

Barack Obama is injured.” Within a 

second, the Dow Jones Industrial 

Average, one of the indexes used to 

measure the stock market, dropped 

100 points, temporarily erasing $136 

billion dollars from the market. 

This is not the first time this has 

happened. An inaccurate Tweet about 

the death of Steve Jobs in September 

2011 caused Apple stock to drop by 1%. 

Early this year, Serapta Therapeutics 

and Audience Inc were both the victims 

of Twitter hoaxes that caused their 

stock prices to drop by 9.9% and 25% 

respectively. The stock market is not 

known for either rationality or fact 

checking. 

Twitter and the Media 

It’s not just the stock market that 

believes whatever it reads on Twitter. 

Throughout the manhunt for the 

Boston bombers, cable news became 

part of the story as it continually 

reported erroneous information. They 

were no alone in this, of course, but 

were just the most noticeable targets. 

The reason was that the news media 

have also become reliant on the use of 

social media instead of on-scene 

reporters. Social media offers access to 

information that may not be available 

to the on-scene media. In essence, it’s 

like having hundreds or thousands of 

reporters available instead of one.
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The problem is with that many reporters, it’s 

easy to get overwhelmed. And without any way 

to verify the information you can end using bad 

information or get caught in feedback loops 

where incorrect information is apparently 

verified by multiple sources, all of whom are 

using each other to verify their story. 

Why Do We Believe What We Believe? 

One of the trends we have noticed over the 

past few years is a growing distrust by the 

public of official information. We have 

considerable research that shows that people 

are inclined to seek verification from multiple 

sources before accepting and acting on 

government provided information. This has 

caused considerable problems for agencies such 

as the National Weather Service. People don’t 

believe our warnings unless they can confirm 

them with through other sources. Tell them a 

Tsunami is coming and they head for the beach 

to see it.  

One of the sources people use for collaboration 

is their circle of friends. It doesn’t matter that 

those friends may know nothing about the 

event; it’s a form of what sociologists call 

“milling.” Crudely put, it means that if everyone 

is doing it or believing it, maybe I should too. 

The phenomenon also applies to total strangers 

if we believe they have the information we 

need. There is the inherent belief that a 

stranger has nothing to gain by lying to us while 

the government may. I may be stretching a 

point here but you can see where this 

transference would make a tweet more 

believable: it’s either from someone we 

perceive as part of our inner circle or from 

someone with no reason to lie to us. 

In the case of the AP Tweet, this was magnified 

by the fact that AP is considered a trusted and 

primary source for news as its happening. No 

one saw the need to seek corroboration, 

particularly as the media have been touting the 

news value of social media following the Boston 

bombing. 

What Can We Learn? 

There is no question that social media has 

changed the way news is collected and 

disseminated. People are no longer looking 

solely at mainstream media but are getting 

their information directly from sources 

perceived as “authentic” or “on scene” with 

little filtering. In some cases this works. We’ve 

seen interesting results with crowd sourcing 

following disasters. In others, it has the 

potential to create harm. 

Some things that we need to keep in mind: 

1. Social media is instantaneous. The stock 

mark reacted to the false Twitter almost 

immediately. People were tweeting as 

Flight 1549 was landing on the Hudson in 

2009. 

2. Social media is self-replicating. The speed 

with which a piece of information can be 

replicated across the digital universe is truly 

phenomenal. And in many cases, it doesn’t 

go away – bad information is still out there. 

3. Social media is how most people now get 

breaking news, over 50% according to 

Mashable  

4. Social media is self-correcting. The AP 

tweet was quickly identified as a hoax and 

the markets quickly corrected themselves. 

However, this takes time and by the time it 

is, damage can be done. If you are dealing 

with potential reputational damage, you’re 

already behind the power curve.  


