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“How to” guide to producing “top tweet” analysis when data are not available using 

NodeXL: a workaround using TAGS 

I have written extensively about using outputs from social network analysis to study 

conferences and health campaigns on Twitter, using Excel add in NodeXL as the main tool 

for data extraction. NodeXL is an excellent tool for mapping tweets and interactions between 

tweeters, and it extracts a lot of additional information about the tweet (eg full text, URL, 

hashtags, image, number of likes and retweets etc) and tweeter (eg number of followers). 

However, sometimes NodeXL struggles to produce a timely extract during very busy periods. 

While the extracts it produces are complete for the period of the extract (I checked this, for 

example, in an analysis for HIVTestWeek), sometimes it will only extract a short period 

(minutes or hours rather than the 9-10 days available for the standard extract).(1) In addition 

to this 9-10 day limit, NodeXL has a limit of 18,000 tweets, though extracts can be combined. 

Sometimes NodeXL extracts are only available days after a campaign has ended, and 

sometimes not at all. I should stress at this point that this affects only a small 

proportion of campaigns that I have studied, and NodeXL remains my tool of choice. 

I have written a “how to” guide on how to analyse NodeXL extracts to produce “top tweet” 

lists, based on the number of likes and retweets, which can be useful in summarising 

activity. These summaries, which have proved popular and appear to capture the essence of 

events and campaigns, are quick and easy to produce, even from huge volumes of tweets. 

They are based on the simple premise that tweets with a lot of likes or retweets will either be 

popular or controversial, so will be useful records of a topic. These summaries are most 

useful, however, if they are timely and complete, and the interest and utility decreases as 

time passes. The example I am using here is World Delirium Awareness Day (14 March 

2018), which even 5 days after the campaign, only provided 40 minutes of tweets via 

NodeXL. On 18 March I decided to attempt an alternative approach, which has led to this 

guide. 

This TAGS (Twitter Analytics Google Sheet) “how to” guide looks at a workaround for 

producing “top tweet” summaries when there is not a NodeXL extract available. TAGS is a 

free tool produced by Martin Hawksey in Edinburgh that can be used to produce an extract 

tweets on demand, looking back up to a week, or can be used to extract a Twitter search on 

an ongoing basis. This makes it useful for longer campaigns (can set it up and forget about it 

then go back and collect results). It often manages to extract tweets over a 24 hour period 

even when NodeXL is struggling to extract a few hours (I have not, however, checked the 

completeness of the extract for these 24 hours with TAGS). While NodeXL maps interactions 

and extract tweets, I have only used TAGS to extract tweets. I have not had any luck 

mapping tweets using TAGS extracts, though this is in theory possible using TAGS explorer. 

https://scotpublichealth.com/2018/03/13/handing-over-the-reins-crowdsourcing-twitter-data-on-health-campaigns/
https://scotpublichealth.com/2018/03/13/handing-over-the-reins-crowdsourcing-twitter-data-on-health-campaigns/
https://www.smrfoundation.org/
https://scotpublichealth.com/2018/03/13/handing-over-the-reins-crowdsourcing-twitter-data-on-health-campaigns/
https://nodexlgraphgallery.org/Pages/Graph.aspx?graphID=145043
https://nodexlgraphgallery.org/Pages/Graph.aspx?graphID=145043
https://wakelet.com/wake/4867a218-63a1-46a2-855e-244e148110f5
https://tags.hawksey.info/get-tags/
https://tags.hawksey.info/tagsexplorer/
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TAGS does not extract the full details of tweets (eg does not capture likes, retweets, or the 

full text, which is a limitation when exploring the content of tweets in more detail). There is, 

however, just enough information recorded to identify most tweets and retweeting, with 

caveats. The method described here appears to be accurate (comparing number of retweets 

identified using method and from Twitter itself, for a selection of individual tweets). The 

approach, however, requires more sorting and interpretation in Excel than the NodeXL 

method. As for the NodeXL “how to” guide I have provided an example that will hopefully 

work as a template for your own analysis. Download this example spreadsheet and follow 

through the following steps to see how the method works. 

While the approach using NodeXL identifies original tweets (rather than retweets) and then 

simply extracts URL and a count of retweets and likes, an alternative approach is used for 

TAGS: 

Step 1) Identifying tweets and retweets (“1. Raw” sheet) 

TAGS records tweets as follows: 

- A very good day to meet friends and talk about the #WDAD2018 ☺️ @bisalgueiro  

@iDelirium_Aware @AmerDelirium… https://t.co/vJ2ouSU0jZ (see full tweet here) 

And retweets in the following format: 

- RT @robertaevcastro: A very good day to meet friends and talk about the 

#WDAD2018 ☺️ @bisalgueiro  @iDelirium_Aware @AmerDelirium @EDA_deli… 

The two don’t quite match up – the RT is longer, with extra text at the beginning and end of 

the tweet.  

We need to count the number of times a tweet is retweeted by counting them up in a pivot 

table, but will need the text to be identical for that to work. The relevant columns added to 

the TAGS sheet are columns S to W (in blue). 

- I stripped out the “RT @twitteruser” at the beginning of the retweet text (luckily there 

is a common format, which makes this easy – all retweets start with an “RT” and we 

can take the text following “: ” as the body of the tweet. 

- The workaround required is that we take just the next 40 characters. Most people 

write quite a lot in a tweet, typically well over 40 characters. These 40 characters will 

usually be enough to identify a specific tweet (though not always, so we need to have 

a quick look through the extract to look for exceptions. I have included the length of 

the tweet, which you can use as a check (eg using “count” function to look for 

number of tweets shorter than 40 characters). A quick inspection revealed that none 

of the shorter tweets had a large number of retweets, so we can be confident about 

ignoring them.(2)  

https://scotpublichealthdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2018/03/tags-extract_for_how_to_guide.xlsx
https://twitter.com/robertaevcastro/status/971911987205722112
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Step 2a: Identifying top tweets (by number of retweets) 

This step (sheet “2a. Sorting”) uses data from a pivot table using the “First 40 characters” 

column in sheet “1. Raw”. 

The results of the pivot table (columns A and B) are sorted by decreasing number of 

retweets. 

Three columns are copied and pasted (columns G to I in green) across from “1. Raw” (First 

40 characters | status_url | time). These are sorted alphabetically by “first 40 characters” to 

allow the Excel VLookup function to work. 

Using the VLookup function the “first 40 characters” in the pivot table are used to look up the 

URL and time (which also includes date) for these tweets (columns C to F in blue). 

I identified tweets I wanted to use on the basis of number of retweets (adding a 1 in column 

J). I checked the length of the tweet (column K), noting that all used the full 40 characters. I 

record the tweeter (column L) and the estimated number of retweets (column M; subtracting 

1 from the figure in the pivot table, because this figure will typically include the original 

tweet). 

We can use information in this sheet to estimate the number of tweets in the overall extract, 

and potentially the number of retweets. If all you are interested in is the content (ie tweets) 

then you can ignore steps 2 and 3 and skip to step 4. 

Step 2b. Identifying number of followers (sheet “2b. Number of followers”) 

This step takes data from “user_followers_count” in “1. Raw”, via a pivot chart, which is 

sorted alphabetically by tweeter after pasting into sheet 2b to allow VLookup to work 

correctly.(3) 

Step 3. Describing characteristics of tweeters (sheet “3. Tweeters”) 

This takes information from columns L and M in sheet 2a as pivot tables (columns A and B in 

sheet 3, setting “values” in pivot table as “sum of retweets”; and columns H and I in sheet 3, 

setting “values” in pivot table as “count of retweets”). Data in columns A and B are sorted by 

descending number of retweets to show top tweeter at the top of the table; data in columns 

H and I are sorted by name of tweeter to allow VLookup function to work.  

The name of the tweeter is then used to look up the number of tweets (column C) and 

number of followers (column D). This sheet provides useful information about the number of 

tweeters, and you can also find out what percentage of tweeters receive the majority of 

retweets (I typically look for 80% of retweets using the “cumulative %” column (column F)).  
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Step 4. Listing selected tweets 

The tweets identified for inclusion are copied and pasted across to sheet 4 so that they can 

be added to a Wakelet summary (best adding from bottom up, using Firefox). I have ordered 

the tweets chronologically, but this step could be adapted to order by number of retweets. 

Dr. Graham Mackenzie, Consultant in Public Health Medicine, 19 March 2018 @gmacscotland 

 

 

Notes: 

(1) Sometimes it is not absolutely necessary for the extract to extend across the whole 

period of interest. NodeXL captures retweets of earlier posts during the extracted 

period. For large conferences/ campaigns, this retweeting will capture the most 

popular tweets, and this is sometimes good enough to produce a reasonably 

comprehensive summary. See ACC18 summary for an example. 

(2) It would be good if TAGS imported the full text from a tweet. This would make the 

method described above more accurate. NodeXL has recently started importing the 

full tweet, which can run to 100s of characters if including all the people mentioned in 

replies to earlier tweets. It would be even better if TAGS included number of retweets 

and likes, which would allow a more rapid and accurate summary. 

(3) To see the columns that a pivot table uses click in the pivot table, go to “Analyze” and 

select “Change data source”. This lists the columns used in the analysis.  

 

https://twitter.com/gmacscotland
https://wakelet.com/wake/12d1d2dc-6cb1-4dc8-8673-d4db358ade15

