Tetiana Datsenko, Olha Vyhovska, Andrii Sinko ISSN 2617-5266 (Online)

SOCIAL MEDIA AND HIGHER EDUCATION
INSTITUTIONS: USING SOCIAL NETWORKS
TO RECRUIT STUDENTS

Tetiana Datsenko

ORCID iD 0000-0001-5494-9834

PhD (Psychology), Head of PR

Borys Grinchenko Kyiv University

13-b Marshala Tymoshenka Str., 04212 Kyiv, Ukraine
t.datsenko@kubg.edu.ua

Olha Vyhovska

ORCID iD 0000-0002-8635-9991

PhD (Political Sciences),

Head of Scientific-Research Laboratory

of Internationalization of Higher Education

Borys Grinchenko Kyiv University

18/2 Bulvarno-Kudriavska Str., 04053 Kyiv, Ukraine
o.vyhovska@kubg.edu.ua

Andrii Sinko

ORCID iD 0000-0001-7179-8118

Master Student, Specialist of PR

Borys Grinchenko Kyiv University

13-b Marshala Tymoshenka Str., 04212 Kyiv, Ukraine
a.sinko@kubg.edu.ua

https://doi.org/10.28925/2518-7635.2020.5.9

ABSTRACT

The number of offers in higher education both in Ukraine and everywhere
in the world is quite large, and accordingly the competition for new students
is high. Higher education institutions (HEIs) in such conditions must know how
to effectively present themselves to target audiences. New digital technologies
and social media can help. Social media has become especially important
during the quarantine restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic.
Universities have to use the Internet as their main source of communication, both
for disseminating information and for recruiting new students. As a result, the use
of social media in higher education is growing rapidly, and HEIs are making
increasing efforts to establish their online presence. Higher education institutions
try to establish contact with their potential students when they study in high
school using various media platforms, including social networks and messengers.
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This article is devoted to the theoretical analysis and practical research of using
social media, in particular social networks, by higher education institutions
in Ukraine to recruit students and maintain two-way communication with them.
The study has shown that most freshmen actively used social networks to search
for information about a HEI and some of them maintained a dialogue with
the university through these social networks before the admission. An important
regularity has been defined: the more widely and qualitatively a higher education
institution is presented in social networks, the more often entrants and students
turn to them in search of the necessary information. However, social networks still
remain an auxiliary tool, as the majority of Ukrainian entrants first of all trust
the official websites and feedback of graduates when choosing a higher education
institution. In any case, the higher education marketing is becoming increasingly
digital and this trend doesn’t look to slow down anytime soon.

Key words: higher education institution (HEI), higher education marketing
(HEM), social media, social networks, student recruitment.
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INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, higher education institutions have to operate in a competitive
environment. On the one hand, it is due to the growing demand for highly
qualified personnel capable to work effectively in the context of social
transformations towards innovative technologies, on the other hand — a large
number of proposals in the field of educational services (public, municipal,
private institutions, etc.). The vast majority of universities in Ukraine are
funded from the state or local budgets. However, such funding is also provided
on a competitive basis, on the principles of openness and transparency, equality,
objective and impartial evaluation of bids (On Higher Education, 2014).

Universities around the world compete with each other in recruiting
students, top researchers and funding, and only those that remain relevant
and take advantage of new digital technologies will benefit at this digital age
(PwC, 2015).

Uncertainty and limited ability to measure the success indicators of the social
media use have historically deterred HEIs from using social networks to recruit
students. However, increasing competition and students’ and parents’ concerns
that the university is not worth the investment, are factors that have pushed
HEIs to move forward into the unknown (Pew Research Center, 2011).

According to the Digital 2020 report of the resource DataReportal,
in Ukraine there are 27.46 million Internet users, which is 63%
of the population. Among them 19.00 million (43%) are active users of social
networks. The number of social network users is growing rapidly, as evidenced
by an increase of 1.5 million (+ 8.3%) in the period from April 2019 to January
2020 (DataReportal, 2020).
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It can be assumed that during the COVID-19 pandemic and strict quarantine
restrictions, in particular restrictions on movement, the number of active
Internet users increased significantly. The pandemic has actually made online
marketing the main tool for attracting new students in 2020. Professionals
involved in student recruitment and marketing have to use social media
as one of the main sources of communication, both for the dissemination
of information and for the direct attraction of students. As a result, the use
of social media in higher education is growing rapidly, and HEIs are making
every effort to maintain their online presence.

Therefore, the use of social media to maintain a positive image
of a HEI among potential students and the general public is no longer
a whim of certain universities, but a present-day requirement, an adequate
response to the challenges of modern realities. This raises the questions:
“What are the benefits of social media to the modern university in solving
this problem?”, “How effective are social media for HEM?”, “What social
networks to use?”

BACKGROUND

The research has raised the issue of the functioning of higher education
institutions in the competitive global environment and the search for new
forms of student recruitment, including social media (Choudaha & Chang,
2012). The term “social media’, which describes a wide range of next-
generation Internet applications, has aroused considerable commercial interest
and discussion in scientific circles. Among the topics in these discussions are:
1) the impact of social media on human behavior (Barker, 2009; Kolbitsch
& Maurer, 2006); 2) their role in the enrollment of students by universities
and in the process of HEI selecting by students (Constantinides & Zinck Stagno,
2012; Khan, 2013; Kusumawati, 2019; Martin, 2015).

Social Media is defined as: “forms of electronic communication (as websites
for social networking and microblogging) through which users create online
communities to share information, ideas, personal messages, and other content
(as videos)” (Martin, 2015: pp. 11-12). Social media is typically used for social
interaction, access to information and decision making. The research by U.S.
scientists shows that people who use social media for personal communication
are more likely to use services such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and YouTube
as a source for news and information, live conversations and entertainment.
Users rely on these sources to keep in touch with family and friends, gather
information and share what is important to them (Duggan et al., 2015; Lenhart
et al., 2015; Martin, 2015).

In today’s world, news and information spread faster than ever before. Social
media has made it possible and it has offered unprecedented personalized
and real-time access for people to connect with individuals and businesses
in various ways, at any time of the day, even at night. Higher education
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is a competitive business in the large scale market. And without enrollment
growth, higher education institutions will not sustain. Universities face
the challenge of maintaining relevance among students who are increasingly
more reliant on technology as a communication source. Social media is an
everyday part of teens’ lives and social spaces are effective places for universities
to reach prospective students (Kusumawati, 2019; Martin, 2015).

Researchers Asatryan and Oh (2008) explained the affinity towards feedback
from a Psychological Ownership Theory perspective using the example
of the hospitality industry. Consumers tend to grow an affinity towards
the organizations they receive service from and take ownership of the feedback
that they leave on their websites. This observation shows justification why
social media users might be inclined to actively spread by word of mouth, their
experiences about an education institution if suitable platforms are provided.
Apparently, this is where one of the greatest possibilities for universities exists
in gaining a long term intangible asset through the branding process from their
consumers, the students (Khan, 2013).

Thus, the emergence of social media has made it possible to solve higher
education marketing (HEM) tasks using the following innovations: 1)
interactive presentation of the university (general information, mission, values,
training areas, demonstration of environment and infrastructure, benefits,
prospects, potential, etc.); 2) interactive communication online; 3) online
PR (communication with media representatives, other organizations); 4)
the activities of virtual pages and communities in social networks (Facebook,
Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram, Pinterest, etc.); 5) banner advertising; 6) exchange
of services via the Internet (distribution of news, offers, etc.); 7) interactive
surveys (of employees, students, graduates, potential applicants and their
parents); 8) operational marketing research on the Internet (demand, needs
and behavior of consumers, the effectiveness of banner advertising, traffic
to sites, pages, etc.) (Datsenko, 2016).

METHODOLOGY

The research was based on the well-known scientific ideas that social
media is: 1) an important channel of communication between HEIs and target
audiences; 2) an effective tool for attracting new students. However, along with
the rapid development of technology and new challenges in higher education,
it is necessary to study promptly the known phenomena in a new environment.

The study consisted of three stages. The first stage was preparatory, devoted
to the analysis of scientific sources and the development of a questionnaire;
at the second stage, with the help of the Internet, the survey was conducted;
the third stage included processing and analysis of the received data.

The study was conducted by means of an indirect Internet survey.
The custom questionnaire was developed for this survey. The questionnaire
included 16 items, among which there were 13 closed- and 3 open-ended
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questions. The survey involved 735 respondents (n = 735) who entered HEI
this year and lived in Ukraine.

The survey was open from 18 to 23 September 2020. It was conducted
in the Ukrainian language.

MAIN RESULTS

Students from 5 cities of Ukraine — Kyiv, Kryvyi Rih, Lviv, Uman
and Vinnytsia took part in the research. Such a fairly wide geographical
coverage and speed of data collection became possible owing to the Internet.
The age of respondents: 17-18 years old — 88 %, over 18 years old — 12 %.

The majority of respondents (45.6 %) answered that they learned about their
HEI from the Internet, slightly less (43.3 %) — from acquaintances and a small
part (11.2 %) — from family members (Figure 1).

How the students learned about
their HEI % (n=735)

Family 11,2%

Internet 45,6% /

Acquaintances
43,3%

Figure 1. The main sources of information about HEI
(according to respondents)

Itis important that 41.9 % of respondents paid attention to online comments
when choosing HEI. When asked on what resources students searched
for information about HEI — 64.9 % answered that they did it on the main
website of the institution, 29.3 % — on the official pages of social networks,
the remaining 5.9 % — on other educational websites and portals (Figure 2).

Resources which students used to search for
information about HEI % (n=735)

Social
networks
29,3%
Official
website of ~_Other
HEI 64,9% Internet-
resources
5,9%

Figure 2. The main Internet resources for searching information about HEI
(according to respondents)
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As we can see, social networks have a significant share of trust.
It is important to note that the entrants’ choice of social networks as the main
source of information about the university also depends on the representation
of the institution in social networks.

The results with regard to which social media students use to find out
about news and events in their HEI turned out to be interesting. Thus, the vast
majority — 77.4 % indicated they used Instagram, 5.7 % — Facebook,
4.5 % — YouTube. Other popular social media were mentioned by 2% or less
of respondents. In addition, 23.9 % of respondents said that they maintained
a dialogue with the representatives of HEI before admission through social
networks.

As for what the content and design of the pages of an educational institution
in social networks should be, the students emphasized that in the first place
there should be high quality information (75.6 %), aesthetically attractive
(18.6 %), but the level of audience involvement turned out to be less important
(5.7 %) (Figure 3).

Expectations from the content of HEI's
social networks % (n=735)

Aesthetical
attractiveness
High-quality 18,6%
information Hight level of
content / di
TE6% _ audience
involvement

5,7%

Figure 3. Expectations from the HEI's pages content in social networks
(according to respondents)

As the research shows, information about the institution’s reputation,
prospects, educational programs, logistics and academic staff has proved
to be of the most relevance to students. Entertainment content and audience
engagement have been less important. Most students noted the convenience
and efficiency of such communication channel as social networks.

CONCLUSIONS

Thus, the conducted research enables us to draw the following conclusions:
1) the Internet is the main source for searching information about higher
education institutions for prospective students; 2) most entrants trust the official
websites of HEI and students comments; 3) social networks are an important
resource for recruiting students and maintaining communication between
potential students, students and HEI representatives; 4) the better and more
qualitatively a HEI is represented in social media, the more effective they are.
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Digital technologies are nearby and they are here to stay. Mobile devices
are always and everywhere switched on; social media is the main channel
of communication for many; new capabilities of cloud computing provide
a means for creating new tools and products at a speed that was previously
difficult to imagine; geolocation sensors enable new tracking and targeting
capabilities; digital is now the first choice for media consumption — the list
goes on, according to PwC (2015). Such progress affects and changes higher
education and science, and it will gain momentum.

The young audience is using all new tools and applications that are appearing
and developing at an extremely fast pace, and the most agile universities are trying
to keep up. As the competition among higher education institutions to attract
the best students continues to grow, both in Ukraine and world-wide, universities
have to demonstrate that they are capable of providing the digital experience that
students nowadays take for granted. In digital era, where the voice of consumers
is more prevalent than ever, transforming students into ambassadors for their
university is one of the most powerful marketing tools available.

The universities that are aware of the power of social media and positive
impact they can have on student recruitment will always be ahead.
The universities with a large presence in social networks are able to maintain
a reliable two-way connection with their target audiences — to present
scientific achievements, share information, news, explanations, answer
questions quickly and efficiently.

The strategies for maintaining social networks will look different for each
institution, depending on its specifics and goals. Removing barriers and enabling
certain university departments to create their own social media pages can help
revitalize and strengthen the university-wide online presence.
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Kinvxicmo nponosuuiii y euwiti oceimi, Ak 6 Ykpaini, max i y ceimi 6 yi-
JIOMY, 00CAmHb0 8enUKad, a 8i0N0BIOHO | KOHKYPEHUIS 3a HOBUX CHYOeHmis.
3aknaou euuoi oceimu (3BO) 6 makux ymosax nosuHHi 3Hamu Ax eekmue-
HO npeseHmysamu cebe Uinvo8UM ayoumopisam. Y ubomy moxymos 00nomozmu
HO81 yupposi mexronozii ma coyianvHi media. OcoOIUBO BAHTUBUMU COUIATD-
Hi media cmanu y nepiod KApaHMuHHUX 00MexNeHb, N06 A3AHUX i3 NAHOEeMIE
COVID-19. Ynisepcumemu 3myuieHi suxopucmosysamu IHmepHem AK 0CHO-
8He OJicepeno KOMyHikauii, K 07151 PO3no6cto0xeHHs iHgopmauii, max i 015 6e3-
nocepedHv020 Habopy cmyodenmis. Ik pe3ynvmam, 6UKOPUCMAHHS COUIATbHUX
media y eanysi 6uwoi oceimu cmpimko 3pocmac i 3BO doknadaromy yce Oinvuie
3ycunv w000 c60€i npucymuocmi 8 Inmeprem-npocmopi. 3axnaou euuioi ocei-
MU HAMAAMBCS HANAZOOUMU KOHMAKM i3 nomeHyitiHumu abimypienma-
MU wie 6 CMAapUIUX K1acax WKoIu, 8UKOPUCMosyo4u pisHi medianiamgpopmu,
a came coyianvi mepesci ma meceHOMepu.

LI cmamms npucesueHa meopemuuHoOMy aHANi3y ma NpaKmu4Homy 00-
CTIiONeHHIO NPobeMuU BUKOPUCIMAHHA couianvHux media, 30Kkpema couianv-
HUX mMepe, 3aKnadamu 8uwoi océimu 8 Yxkpaini 0ns pekpymuney cmydeHmie
ma niompumxu 080CMOPOHHLO20 36 A3KY 3 HUMU. [locioneHHS noka3ano, uso
Ginvulicmo NepUIOKYPCHUKI6 AKMUBHO BUKOPUCMOBYSATU COUiaIbHI Mepe-
Hi 0ng nowtyky ingopmauii npo 3BO, uacmuna 3 Hux niompumyeana 0ianoe
i3 yHi6epcumemom 3a 00NOMO02010 COUiANbHUX Mepexc 00 6cmyny. Baxcnusoro €
3aKoHoMipHicmy: wum wupuie ma axicniue 3BO npedcmasnenuii y couianvHux
Mmepesxax, mum uacmiuie abimypieHmu ma cmyoeHmu 36epmarmocs 00 HUX
3a noulykom HeobxioHoi ingpopmauii. IIpome coyianvHi mepesi 6ce x 3anuuia-
10MbCA OONOMINHUM THCPYMEHIMOM, adxce Oibulicb yKpaiHcoKux abimy-
pienmie npu subopi 3BO, y nepuiy uepey, dosipsomo ogiyitinum eebcatimam
ma eideykam 6unyckHuxie. Y 0yov-aKomy éunaokxy, mapkemume éuuioi ocei-
mu cmae éce Oinbul yUGPosUM, i U MeHOeHUiS HATIOTUNHUM YACOM He 3MeH-
UUMbCAL.

Knrouosei cnosa: 3axnao euwoi ocséimu (3B0O), mapkemune suuioi oceimu,
couianvHi media, couianvHi mepeci, pekpymune crmyoeHmie.

Received: 23.10.2020
Accepted: 26.11.2020

29



