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Welcome back to the course Privacy and Security in Online Social Media on NPTEL. So, 

what we will do now is continuing the pattern that we have been doing for studying the 

analysis, studying how different kinds of patterns can be analyzed on social media. I am 

going to look at this paper called 'On the dynamics of username changing behavior on 

Twitter'. I think we have mentioned in this topic briefly in the past, which is that how 

users actually change their usernames, why do they change, what level of frequency does 

the change happen, who are these people who are changing it, and what are the benefits 

by changing the user handles that is what we are going to look at. This is an interesting 

paper which has some interesting implications also. 
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So, in the abstract, it looks the author say that past studies show that a substantial section 

of Twitter users change their username over time. And authors actually look at 8.7 

million users on Twitter for duration of two months. The data collection is slightly 

interesting and complicated also; we look at actually as we progress. 

(Refer Slide Time: 01:52) 

 

So the high level conclusion from the study is that few favor a username by repeatedly 

choosing it multiple times. So, essentially what the paper would conclude is that there is 

small set of people who actually change their handles many times and there are slightly 



 

 

larger set of people who change it very less number of times, and the paper also looks at 

the reasons why people actually change their usernames. 
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As I have said before, abstract only summarizes what is in the paper then in the 

introduction you talk about the whole growth of Twitter, in terms of why it is, how users 

are actually using it and what kind of data is being pushed onto twitter, so that is what is 

being discussed here. 
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So, the conclusion that, one of the conclusions that the author have is in our dataset of 

8.7 million Twitter users tracked for two months, they observe that 73.21 percent users 

change their profile attributes, and assign new values, about 10 percent of users changes 

their usernames in total. 
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So, this is basically showing you that about 73 percent of the users change their profile 

attributes and assign new values. So, you can just see here that this is the x-axis is the 

different attributes, and y-axis the percentage of users who have changed. And the color 

here mentions the different number of times that the changes were made. Two means  

twice the value users actually changed, and then three times, four values and five values 

changes. 73.21 percent of the 8.7 million users change their attributes on Twitter and just 

about 10 percent of users change their username. 
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So, now let us look at the contributions of the paper. So, there are three contributions on 

the paper. 20 percent of users trigger 85 percent of username changes, again this is the 

same Pareto principle that we have seen in the past, or a power law pattern that is 20 

percent in users trigger 85 percent of username changes. Observed to change 5 time or 

more. Username changing behavior follows a Pareto principle, 10 percent username 

change occur after an hour of the earlier username change. 

I think the username changing pattern is also interesting because there are multiple 

reasons why people change it, people change, because they want to get some space. For 

example, if at all if my account when I started was Ponnurangam Kumaraguru, which is 

pretty long and if I change the account to Ponguru, I will start getting when users tag me 

or mention me in their post, they would get actually more space to write the content. And 

all this is happening just because there is space constraint in Twitter.  

Whereas, in facebook if you see there is lot more space for the content and therefore, 

facebook actually allows you to change your username only once. Twitter allows you to 

change as many numbers of times as possible that is the reason why this problem is 

actually appearing. 65 percent of users choose a new username unrelated to the old 

name, while 35 percent reused an old one sometime later. You will actually see a table 

later also where there is a small set of people who actually collude that is in a group, they 



 

 

would actually use the same name and different users will start using the same handle 

within the group. 

The reasons to change username include benign reasons like space gain, suit a trending 

event, a gain or loss anonymity, adjust to real-life events, avoid boredom and malicious 

intentions like obscured username promotion and username squatting. I will just tell you 

quickly what they are and then when we go into the paper as we move forward, we can 

actually look at them in details. Space gain, I said the Ponnurangam Kumaraguru to 

Ponguru. Suit a trending event the some event that is going on let us take IPL ï cricket, 

football I would change my handle to look very similar to them, and therefore, I will get 

more of attraction. Gain or lose anonymity, I create in account Ponguru which is 

Ponnurangam Kumaraguru which is probably very identifiable, whereas if I have an 

account saying a guy from Chennai, the anonymity is pretty high. 

Adjust to a real life events and things are changing in my life. So, earlier let us take I was 

a grad student I could have a graduate in my user handle, but as now I am a professor so, 

could actually use professor in my user handle. Avoid boredom, it is boring since I have 

been using Ponguru for a long time, malicious intent is user obscured username 

promotion, I could actually create an account which is, change my user handle which is 

very similar to somebody who is popular and actually get my handle promoted and 

username squatting. I could actually register for an account called Amitabh Bacchan, 

now and keep it for me whenever Amitabh bacchan actually wants to create an account, 

they would actually have to take the account from me. 

This username squatting is actually pretty popular problem in terms of the usernames 

also. There was an incident even in India when the current government in central wanted 

to have an account there was an issue of PMO India. So, squatting of that handle like 

ponguru for somebody to actually use it is a problem and this is a traditional problem in 

general domains also. Somebody could squat URL called pmoindia.in or pmoindia.com 

or apple.com, and they could actually have others to pay for. I think there was in there 

was an experience with the housing.com when they wanted the domain there was 

squatting for that domain name. 
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So, now let us look at actually the data set collection. 
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So, as I said before in related work that there is mention of three different types of 

domains in this three different areas that this paper attacks which is evolving user 

behavior how users are actually changing the behavior online. 
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And the second one is profile linking, which we have seen in this course before in terms 

of actually connecting to user handles and finding out whether there is a same identifying 

malicious. 
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All these three different types of domains actually come into this research work, so the 

authors actually mention about these related work. 
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Data collection, so in terms of actually the total data that was collected, the authors 

actually created a large seed data set, track the seed set of for two months every fortnight, 

find users who change usernames more often than others, filtered theses users and track 

their profiles every 15 minutes. Essentially, what others did was they took the large data 

set and they were they tried tracking it every fortnight. And for the small data sets, small 

user set from this larger data set, they were actually tracking it for every fifteen minutes. 

We will actually explain later why this is this approach authors took this approach. 
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So, I think then users who participated in the 17 local and global events during April 1, 

2013 to September 3, 2013. So, essentially there where they have to be some ways of 

collecting the users So, one approach that they took is events between April and 

September, 2013 all the people who posted at about these global events the handles were 

taken and they were actually the data for these 8.7 million users were collected which is 

about that users handles. 
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Seed tracking, now from now on 8.7 users is the seed users. 8.7 million users for any 

username changes by querying them every fortnight within a period of October 2013 and 

November 2013. So, 8.7 million users, every fourteen days go and check whether they 

have actually changed their handle.  

By comparing two consecutive scans, old and new usernames of a user were recorded, 

which is if fourteen days before, if my account was Ponguru, and today my account is 

ponnurangam dot kumaraguru both of them are actually captured. Twitter usernames are 

case-insensitive; therefore, any changes, any case changes were not counted as username 

changes. We found that 853,827 users of the 8.7 million users which are about 10 

percent, changed their usernames at least once during a small observation period of 2 

months. In these 2 months, 10 percent of these 8.7 million users changed their user 

handle which is actually pretty large, 10 percent of users changing their user handles. 


