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ABSTRACT
Objective: To investigate how higher education institutions (HEIs) in Poland take ad-
vantage of social media marketing activities. In particular, the work considers man-
agerial and promotional implications of social media usage along with the barriers
to implementing such activities in HEls in Poland.
Research Design & Methods: The empirical research was carried out in the period of
April-June 2017 on a sample of 90 HEls in Poland, using an online questionnaire and
individual invitations sent out to marketing departments of these institutions. 50 com-
pletely filled-out surveys were used to compile the results.
Findings: Social media are considered to be ‘youth’ media expressed in the target au-
dience and content of the message. SM are not used for promoting research and aca-
demia. Researchers and Administration are perceived as stakeholders not understand-
ing the potential of SM for building school’s image and reputation. Universities in Po-
land operate with little support from external entities.
Implications & Recommendations: The article provides information how to grasp the
dynamics of the development of the utilisation of social media by Polish HEIs. Juxtaposi-
tion of the findings with the results obtained from research conducted on students and
academic staff members along with the comparison of the results with the research ex-
ecuted on different markets would shed a new light on the social media usage in HEls.
Contribution & Value Added: It is the first study where social media marketing activ-
ities and strategies are analysed in the HEI sector in Poland. Social media are a sig-
nificant communication channel for HEls, determining the changes in the way the
HEls interact with their stakeholders.
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INTRODUCTION

Social media are usually defined as ‘a group of Internet-based applications that build on
the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation
and exchange of user-generated content as well as interactive discussion’ (Kaplan &
Mazurek, 2018, p. 275).

Social media are composed of Web 2.0 and web-based applications that enable a two-
way communication involving sharing certain specific content, i.e. photos, videos, opin-
ions, and comments (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Thanks to social media, their users
are able to share their emotions, experiences, opinions, and remarks (Mazurek, 2008;
Skulme & Praude, 2016). Blackshaw and Nazzaro (2004), highlighting the role of social me-
dia in marketing practice, define them as diverse sources of online information, where the
information itself is created, initiated, circulated and used by consumers for the purpose
of educating each other about products, brands, services, personalities and issues.

Social media differ significantly from the so-called traditional media (Chaffey &
Ellis-Chadwick, 2012; Heinze, Fletcher, & Rashid, 2016). First, they are interactive, which
somewhat forces a dialogue between their users with the simultaneous levelling-out of the
hierarchy among them. This is what e.g. Himelboim, Golan, Moon and Suto (2014, p. 366)
stress by claiming that the potential of social media is about their ability to facilitate the for-
mation of relationships because they can make communication reciprocal, interactive, sym-
metrical, and dialogue-based. By taking advantage of social media, organisations can learn
more about the needs of their stakeholders, develop the relations established with them, in-
crease the level of engagement, and endorse and promote their brands (Mazurek, 2018).

The use of social media in organisations takes on three levels (Mazurek, 2018, p. 18):

— operational level — whose essence is using social media to pursue objectives related to
brand promotion, image building, ongoing customer service, entering into and main-
taining a dialogue between the organisation and the social media users;

— tactical level —which is about using social media and messages promoted via social me-
dia in order to generate conversions, i.e. to convert Internet (social media) users into
customers who will be effectively encouraged to make a particular transaction based
on the content they have been provided with (Macik, Mazurek, & Macik, 2012, p. 39);

— strategic level —which is essentially about using social media to change the way in which
a given organisation functions — to make it networked, of undefined borders, creating
value taking advantage of network approach and user engagement (Mazurek, 2014, p.
75). In this approach, social media should not be considered from the point of view of
the function of marketing (plans, activities, projects) but from the perspective
of a whole organisation, and one of the fundamental phenomena within this level is the
emergence of virtual communities (Mazurek, 2008; Bartosik-Purgat, 2018).

Building a virtual community around the brand of a HEI and providing such a commu-
nity with the right conditions to exchange experience or opinions regarding the institution
translates into a high level of engagement of the involved stakeholders (students, employ-
ees, applicants, etc.) and bears fruit in the form of values created in a network of relation-
ships (Nevzat, Amca, Tanova, & Amca, 2016, p. 555; Zickar, Ron, & Arnold, 2018; Lazanyi
et al., 2017). Nowadays, developing a strong and solid community is necessary not only to
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attract new students but also to communicate with graduates and other stakeholders
of a given school or university (McAlexander, Koenig, & Schouten, 2006, p. 114; Zickar,
Ron, & Arnold, 2018). As HEls are operating in the increasingly competitive environment
(Sutkowski, 2016), the use of new communication channels by HEIs seems to be justified.

In order to find out how Polish HEI utilise social media tools for marketing purposes
and communicating with their stakeholders, we conducted a quantitative study, based
on the sample of 90 institutions in Poland. Surveys were sent to marketing departments
of HEIs directly.

The article is divided into five sections, in the second section we present the literature
review concerning the use of social media in the context of HEls as well as its role in stu-
dents’ enrolment and in the process of studying. The third section is to present the meth-
ods of data inquiry, in the fourth one we present the results. Finally, the fifth section is
dedicated to the concluding remarks.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Social Media and Higher Education Institutions

Today’s social media are tools that offer an amazing potential, one that schools and
universities are well aware of trying to take advantage of contemporary means of com-
munication for promotion, enrolment, or education related purposes. HEIs have joined
the ranks of organisations making regular use of innovative communication channels,
featuring social media in their marketing strategies (Constantinides, Zinck, & Stagno,
2010, p. 10). Studies into social media prove that HEIs are increasingly more proficient
in utilising the information appearing on various social media platforms with a view to
making their offers more attractive, improving their image or taking care about the
relations with their clients (Pharr, 2016, p. 11).

It is important to notice that today’s market of higher education at the undergraduate
and graduate level is dominated by a generation of the so-called digital natives — young
people who treat the Internet as a natural element of their everyday life, a world where
they spend hours on a daily basis (Jones, Ramanau, Cross, & Healing, 2010, p. 726). This
target group is over ‘one third of working adults’, expecting online authenticity and trans-
parency of brands making their online presence, with emotions and experiences being at
the top of their list (Smilansky, 2017, p. 19). Studies also prove that contemporary students
find it more convenient to use social media to stay in touch with their schools and univer-
sities (Rutter, Roper, & Lettice, 2016, p. 3099; Kajanova et al., 2017).

Press adverts, fairs, distributed leaflets and brochures, or popular web-based activities
such as online advertising, website, or e-mailing campaigns are all examples of activities in
the field of marketing communication — all pursued on a wide scale in the area of higher
education. The development of the digital era accompanied by the changing habits and be-
haviours of Internet users has considerably limited the significance and effectiveness of the
use of some of the abovementioned tools, which have been gradually replaced by more
innovative ways to reach Generation Y. This generation, as studies show, not only prefers
a more digital interaction with brands but also considers opinions and direct contact
through social media more credible and valuable than the interaction based on traditional
marketing solutions (Kelleher & Sweetser, 2012, p. 109; Janoskova & Kliestikova, 2018).
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By adapting social media, universities are able to reach an audience that the tradi-
tional media may simply fail to get through to — especially in the case of a younger
audience. What is more, interactive tools of online communication may also encourage
representatives of other stakeholder groups, e.g. new academics and graduates to get
in touch with a given education institution (Carver, 2014, p. 1).

The range of social media available to HEls is highly diversified (Mazurek, 2014, p. 29;
Mazurek, 2018). The social media taken advantage of by schools and universities include:

— social networking services (e.g. Facebook);

— online video-publishing/viewing/sharing services (e.g. YouTube);

— photo social networking services (e.g. Instagram, Pinterest, Flickr);

— services/applications designed for online publishing and short-time viewing of video
content (e.g. Snapchat);

— blogging/microblogging services (e.g. Twitter);

— professional-business networking services (e.g. LinkedIn);

— online Internet forums (message boards) and discussion groups.

Each of the above may be used in communication with different groups of stakehold-
ers. Also, the published content differs depending on the social media in use (see study
findings presented further). The selection of a given social media platform depends also
on the management aspect — managing each such platform requires both certain specific
content and time, including time to interact with the users of a given platform. The avail-
able content, the selection of the platform according to a given target group, and the
sphere of management at a given education institution are all factors crucial to the choice
of the social media to be used in the intended communication activities.

Examples of operational utilisation of different social media platforms are shown
in the Table 1.

Social Media and Students Enrolment

Social media are especially important tools in the context of enrolment activities in the
higher education sector (Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 2011, p. 18). From the point of
view of a school/university, social media may make enrolment activities become more
friendly and personalised thanks to the possibility of instant interaction with various
groups of stakeholders — parents of applicants, current students, representatives of busi-
ness partners working with the school/university, etc. Many higher education admissions
experts confirm that communication through social media plays a particular part at the
stage of enrolment because the applicants’ experience in contacting the institution they
have selected becomes more personalised, which is, in turn, of great significance in the
times of intensified competition (Noel-Levitz, 2014). It is also reasonable to mention stud-
ies by Wilson (2013), according to which admissions offices of HEIs take advantage of
social media mainly to get reach potential candidates in an environment where they feel
best (Wilson, 2013, p. 53). The rate of penetration of social media is exceptionally high
among potential students, who qualify as the aforesaid digital natives. These are people
who are highly technologically literate, ‘immersed’ in social media. According to the
young generation of digital natives, social media profiles (e.g. Facebook fanpage) can give
you a better idea of the student life at a given school or university, i.e. about the academic
culture, atmosphere, attractions, etc. than other sources of information, which helps
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them make a better choice of the place where they are going to study and grow over the
next few years (Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 2011, p. 21).

Table 1. Examples of the Use of Social Media in the Higher Education Sector

Example of
. . — Target
Social media type the plat- Examples of activities
. group
form/service
Publishing news, recent events, and achievements| Appli-
Social networking of the school/university, students; Publishing in- |cants, Stu-
) Facebook P S -
services teresting findings of scientific research; Publishing | dents,
information about the offered programmes. Media
Publishing interviews with outstanding professors
Online video-publish- g . 'g P o Appli-
. L . experts; Presentation of student profiles, scientific
ing/viewing/sharing YouTube . . . cants,
. clubs; Video records of major events organised at .
services . . Business
the school/university.
Photo social net- In_stagram, Presentation of major events taking place at the Applicants,
working services Pinterest, school/universit Students,
g Flickr ¥ Media
Services/applications
designed for online Presentation of interesting events taking place at Appli-
publishing and short- | Snapchat |the school/university, student projects, scientific |cants, Stu-
time viewing of video clubs, student groups dents
content
Blogging/microblog- . Information about major events and achieve- .
. g8 g/. & Twitter ) Media
ging services ments
Professional business . Presentation of research findings and results, in- Graduates,
. . LinkedIn A . Students,
networking services terviews with professors .
Business
. . Answers to applicant inquiries, monitoring of con-
Discussion forums, Google . PP . d . g. . .
. L. tent — signals coming from people interacting with |Applicants
online communities Groups . .
the school/university.

Source: own study.

The quoted studies somewhat prove by the way that from the point of view of an
applicant, the selection of the school/university is not made based only on the education
offer but also on the broadly defined value offered by e.g. scientific clubs, particular teach-
ers, other students, graduates, and even the overall atmosphere or the social or sports
activities pursued by or at a given institution. These additional values can surely be com-
municated through social media.

Regardless of the type of the social platforms in use, potential students expect person-
alised communication and authenticity, which lets them decide if a given school/university
is the right place for them. To conclude, the increasing role of social media as the solutions
applicants to HEIs choose most often to find information about the schools/universities they
consider should not come as a surprise (Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 2011, p. 21).

Social Media in the Process of Studying

Students who use social media in their everyday life see a clear difference in using them for
learning-related purposes and for non-learning-related purposes (Jones & Czerniewicz,
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2010, p. 319). In the former case, social media are present and utilised to a limited extent,
which leads to a so-called digital dissonance. Their natural way of communication should be
therefore embraced in and made part of the forms of communication used in practice by
HEls. The necessity for HEIs to adapt in the area of communicating with students is proven
by studies carried out by e.g. Hrastinski and Aghaee (2012), according to whom students
name social media, next to direct contact and knowledge management platforms, as the
most important channels of the whole process of teaching and their functioning at their
school/university (the so-called ‘educational experience’) (Hrastinski & Aghaee, 2012, p.
455). According to studies by Caraher and Braselman (2010), students use social media to
communicate with other students, to work, and to communicate with their teachers
(Caraher & Braselman, 2010). Moreover, taking advantage of social media as tools to en-
courage students to engage more actively in the academic life of their school/university may
have positive effects and thus help schools/universities achieve the set objectives (Bennet &
Maton, 2010, p. 329; Dumford & Miller, 2018). The utility of social media for higher educa-
tion is therefore significant, especially in the scope of marketing communications targeted
at the main groups of stakeholders of education institutions — applicants and students.

So far, there have been no extensive studies carried out in Poland to investigate this
issue. The author focused in his study especially on the following matters:

— the scope and the aim of the utilisation of particular types of social media;

— the way communication in social media is managed;

— the barriers to a broader adoption of social media among HEls in Poland;

the attitudes of respondents — representatives of HEIs — to social media activity.

Therefore, our main research objective was to showcase how and why institutions of
higher education utilise social media.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The research was carried out in the period of April-June 2017 on a sample of 90 HEls in
Poland, using an online questionnaire and by means of individual invitations sent out to
marketing/PR departments of these institutions — and to people representing these de-
partments. The sample included all public HEIs listed as academic institutions of higher
education and 20 best non-public HEls, selected on the basis of the 2017 ‘Perspektywy’
ranking. The decision not to include all non-public HEIs in Poland in the studies (261 insti-
tutions as of 07.06.2017) was made based on the assumption of potential overrepresen-
tation of this group compared to its disproportionately lower impact on the sector of
higher education in Poland, because of no social media profiles in the case of many of
them, or because of an unclear status of some of them (e.g. ‘in liquidation’). The invitations
were sent to representatives of 90 HEls, the survey was filled by 55 persons as presented
below. 50 completely filled-out surveys were used to compile the results, which made it
possible to arrive at a high rate of return, close to 56%. Respondents were people em-
ployed in the marketing department on the following positions:

— strategic positions (decision-making in the area of budget matters, course of action)
—22% of the respondents;

— management positions (budget implementation, team management) — 32% of the re-
spondents;
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— specialist positions (project implementation) — 38% of the respondents;
— assistant positions (support activities) — 8% of the respondents.

Table 2. Distribution of Heis Based on Type

Number of | Number in- | Percentage-based

Type of education institution education |cluded in the| representativeness

institutions | research of a given HEI type
Universities 18 14 78%
Technical education institutions 19 7 37%
Economic education institutions 6 5 83%
Teacher education institutions 6 3 50%
Agricultural/natural science education institutions 6 3 50%
Institutions of physical education 6 3 50%
Medical education institutions 9 8 89%
Non-public institutions of higher education 20 6 30%
Overall 90 i'nstitu- 50 i'nstitu- 56%

tions tions

Source: own study.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Management of Social Media at Polish Higher Education Institutions

The vast majority of HEIs (45 out of 50 surveyed) have been taking advantage of social
media for at least three years, with 20 of them (40% of the whole surveyed sample)
using social media for over six years. Only three of them admitted to have been using
social media for just two years.

The way social media are managed at Polish HEls differs greatly in terms of: the time
devoted to do it, the number of people engaged in the process, or the support of external
entities. 34% of the responding HEIs devote more than ten hours per week to use social
media, 26% speak of six-ten hours, and 28% of one-five hours per week.

In 14% of cases, social media are managed/handled by more than six persons, in
44% of the respondents there are two-three persons involved in the process, and 10%
have four-five such persons. 26% of the surveyed HEls (13 out of 50) have only one
person to manage their social media platforms.

Polish HEIls use social media agency services very rarely. 74% of those surveyed do not
work with any external entities, 18% of them speak of such collaboration as small (opera-
tional support), and only 8% refer to it as moderate or extensive (four such responses).

Social media are considered a very important channel of advertising communication (the
purchase and publishing of adverts in social media). Even 68% of the respondents admitted
that their budget for social media advertising activity amounted to 0-20% of the total pro-
motion budget, and only 6% of them allocate 21-40% of their overall budget to such a type
of advertising. Interestingly enough, 22% of the respondents could not specify the exact or
even approximate value of their expenses on social media advertising. Thus, it seems that
social media are still not seen as an important tool for communication worthwhile investing,
despite previous research concluded that social media are supportive in the enrolment pro-
cess (Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 2011; Noel-Levitz, 2014; Wilson, 2013).
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At the same time, almost half of the respondents (46%) expect these budgets to grow
in the next one-three years, and 22% of them think they will stay at the same level. The
uncertainty related to treating social media as means of advertising is proven by the fact
that even 26% of the respondents have chosen ‘hard to say’ as their answer.

Polish HEIs do not regulate broadly defined activity of their employees in social media.
62% of the respondents declared that their institution does not have any code to determine
the way their employees should use social media (a so-called social media policy). In addition
to that, 6% of them claimed that even though they have developed such principles, they are
not known or applied in practice. Only 12% of cases (6 HEIs) have social media policies that
are not only formalised but also implemented. Which means that still social media utilisation
is not a professionalised action, but rather an addition to traditional marketing tools.

The Scope and Purpose of the Use of Social Media
at Polish Higher Education Institutions

All of the surveyed HEIs use Facebook as the primary social media communication channel
(100% responses) and consider it the most important of them (90% responses naming FB
as the most important channel). 92% of HEls use YouTube, 76% use Instagram, and 72%
claim to use Twitter. What is quite interesting is that the platform considered most popular
among the youngest population of Internet users — Snapchat — is used by only 38% of the
surveyed HEls (19 positive responses). LinkedIn platform, which plays an important part in
building the relationships with graduates, is used by 28 HEls (56% positive responses). It is
very rare to see the surveyed institutions use Vkontakte — with only four positive responses
(8% of the respondents). When asked which social media platform would be most im-
portant for the pursued activity in five years, 50% of the respondents indicated Facebook,
and 20% — YouTube. Snapchat was named by only four respondents (8%). Still, for HEIs
Facebook seems to be the major social media platform for the contact with students. De-
spite of this, it still remains one of the largest platforms, its cultural importance for younger
generations is declining (Sujon, Viney, & Toker- Turnalar, 2018). It seems that HEIs still lack
knowledge which social media tools might be most interesting for their current and po-
tential students. Our findings are consistent with previous findings, which concluded that
HEIs are increasingly more active in various social media platforms (Pharr, 2016).

The surveyed HEIs were also asked about the target groups they interact with in
social media. The definite number one answer was students (100% of such responses)
and applicants (96% of such responses). Interestingly enough, the next most often
named group were graduates (46% responses) and academics — with only 26% re-
sponses. The published content is very rarely addressed to foreign students (14% re-
sponses) or to the business environment (4% responses). 18% of the respondents named
the media as a target group that is important to consider in their institution’s communi-
cation through social media. Thus, unlike Carver (2014) concluded, it seems that Polish
HEls limit their target group to their current and potential students, in large partignoring
other important stakeholder groups (Zickar, Ron, & Arnold, 2018).

The main purposes of using social media include: building relationships with students
and graduates (78% responses), brand building (76% responses), and publishing news
about the events taking place at a given school/university (72% responses). Enrolment-
related purposes rank fourth (64% responses). Thus, as Constantinides and Zinck Stagno
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(2011) noticed, HEIs utilise social media to communicate the academic culture, atmos-
phere and attractions available for the students. While still, no HEI, according to the re-
spondents’ claims, uses social media for personal branding of members of their authorities
or to establish relations with the business world. Only 6% of the respondents actually men-
tioned supporting the personal brand of their academics as the purpose of using social
media. 6% also claimed that they have specific purpose in using social media.

As for the content published via HEIs" social media channels, this content is influ-
enced to the greatest extent by institutional marketing/PR specialists — 44% responses.
34% of responses pointed to students, and 10% — to authorities. These results show that
in the case of the content published in social media even in such hierarchical organisa-
tions as HEls, a lot of trust is placed in employees and students, who shape the image of
these institutions in the contemporary digital setting. What is surprising is the very slight
contribution of academics in the creation or initiation of such a content — only 8% of the
respondents named this group in their answers.

HEI marketing/PR specialists are in charge not only of the published content but also
of the overall presence of their institutions in social media. In 68% of cases, it is the pro-
motion/marketing department who is responsible for the said presence. Very few re-
sponses pointed to the press office or the rector’s office.

When answering an additional question about the nature of the published content,
the respondents named images and links (44%), images only (26%), and texts and links
(18%). Video content has not been mentioned as published in HEIs’ social media channels,
although this format is a very effective attention drawer (Heinze, Fletcher, & Rashid, 2016).
Therefore, despite HEIs utilise a range of social media (Mazurek, 2018), still the format of
the communication is rather traditional and limited to images, texts and links.

Interesting answers were also given to the question concerning the subjects fea-
tured in the content published in social media. The first three most common subjects
included: student achievements (88% responses), school/university events (68% re-
sponses), and information about the school/university (60% responses). Only 22% of
this content covers findings and results of scientific research. 24% of the respondents
say that the published content concerns the achievements of their institution’s gradu-
ates. The decisions of a school/university authorities are virtually never announced
through social media (only one positive answer).

Barriers to Using Social Media at Polish Higher Education Institutions

The study also intended to identify the main barriers to using social media at HEIs in Po-
land. The respondents named many potential factors, all presented in the table below.
The three most significant of them are:

— lack of understanding of the significance of social media in building the education
institution’s brand among academic and administrative staff (even 74% of such re-
sponses in total);

— insufficient budget (20% responses);

— no expert knowledge on how to implement and pursue certain activities (20% re-
sponses).

Interestingly, similar conclusions regarding individual use of social media of academics

were withdrawn from study by Noorden (2014).
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Table 3. The Respondents’ Answers to the Following Question: Are There Any Barriers at Your
Education Institution With Regard to Taking Advantage of Social Media? (Choose Max. 3 Most
Important Ones)

S aRN|_a
No. Insitutional barriers of utilizing social media €5 :‘Ja -g se
gam|S5aw
S
1 Lack of understanding of the significance of social media in building the education in- 41.46| 18
stitution’s position on the market among the education institution’s academic staff
) Lack of understanding of the significance of social media in building the education insti- 26.83 12
tution’s position in the market among the education institution’s administrative staff )
3 [No human resources (no budget to engage new specialists) 24.39| 10
4 |No knowledge about how to implement and develop new tools and activities 19.51] 9
5 [Resistance to change —too slow implementation of particular tools and solutions | 19.51| 9
6 |The authorities’ unwillingness to develop this form of communication 17.07| 7
7 |Poor coordination of activities pursued across social media 14.63| 7
8 |Fear of comments —and the necessity to respond to them 12.20| 6
9 [No content to be published 9.76|] 5
10 |No human resources despite the possibility to engage specialists 488 2
11 |Fear of losing control over the education institution’s image 488 2

Source: own study.

Respondents’ Attitudes to Selected Aspects of Social Media

In the study the respondents were also asked about their opinion on the social media
activity of the institutions they represented. A compilation of the obtained answers is
presented below.

The presented data can lead to at least several interesting conclusions. The vast ma-
jority of the respondents say that social media are an important area of marketing activity
at their institutions (84% of such responses), which is consistent with previous studies
(Constantinidez & Znick Stagno, 2011; Carver, 2014; Noel- Levitz, 2014; Wilson, 2013).
Likewise, the majority of the respondents are satisfied with the activity their institutions
pursue across social media (82% of such responses). Most of the surveyed respondents
confirm that the budgets allocated to social media depend on the outcomes of activities
pursued in social media. Over 64% say that they do analyse and monitor the rate of return
on social media. At the same time, the respondents are divided when it comes to the
opinion on the impact of social media activity on the results of enrolment (44% of positive
responses). It is understandable if we consider the context of the answers to another
question about the key target groups which schools/universities communicate with and
about the expected outcomes of social media activity.

Most respondents follow and analyse the social media activity of other HEIs (68%).
However, only 38% of them declare that their institution is experienced in marketing
activities carried out with the use of social media. What is interesting is that the re-
spondents are also not sure about the fact that their online activity may reduce the
overall costs of their marketing efforts — only 34% of them support this opinion. Ques-
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tions concerning the strategy and the engagement of students and graduates in the cre-
ation of the institution’s brand do not offer a clear view, either. In both cases (question
12 and 13), we have an equal number of ‘for’ and ‘against’ answers, and the number of
‘hard to say’ answers appears to be also significant at the same time.

Table 4. Attitudes of the Surveyed Respondents to the Social Media Activity of the Institutions
They Represent

in%
| rather agree
in%

No. Questions

| definitely disa-
greein %
| rather disa-
greein %
Hard to say
| definitely
agree in %
Weighted
average

Social media are an important element of marketing at
my education institution

I'm happy with my education institution’s activity across
social media

The budget on social media depends on the results
achieved in previous periods of social media activity

We analyse the social media activity of other education
institutions on an ongoing basis

The knowledge and information gained from social media
are used by the education institution’s decision-makers

6 |We measure the ROI in social media 6 10 | 20 | 40 24 | 3.66
The education institution authorities get involved in so-
cial media activities

The education institution authorities understand the signifi-
cance of social media for the education institution

The education institution is experienced in social media
activities

10 The education institution’s social media} acFivit.ies have an 24 14 18 20 24 | 3.06
impact on the enrolment at the education institution

1 Our social.r’r.u.edia activities have reduced the costs of mar- 16 12 38 20 14 | 3.0a
keting activities

1 The education institution’s social media activities are 18 18 | 24 % 14 3
based on a coherent, well-thought-out strategy

We carry out activities that encourage our students and
alumni to build and promote our brand across social media
14 |The rector and vice-rectors are present in social media 16 32 26 20 6 |2.68
Source: own study.
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2 2 14 44 38 | 4.14

10 20 20 28 22 |3.32

16 16 | 30 18 20 | 3.1

13 16 26 | 22 22 14 | 2.92

There are interesting insights in the answers to questions related to the attitudes of
HEI authorities to social media marketing activity. First of all, the respondents say that
the authorities of their institutions are absent from social media (48% of ‘no’ or ‘defi-
nitely no’ answers — question 14). At the same time, 50% of the respondents (question
7) say that the authorities of their institutions do get involved in the social media activ-
ity, which may mean that their engagement does not equal a willingness or necessity to
promote oneself in social media. This somewhat distorts the answer to the question
about the significance of social media for the education institution as perceived by the
authorities of this institution (question 8). In the case of this question, we have a record-
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breaking number of ‘hard to say’ answers, with 44% of the respondents choosing this
answer. Finally, according to even 62% of the respondents, school/university authorities
use the knowledge and information coming from social media to manage their institu-
tions (question 5). The issue of the attitude of HEI authorities in Poland to social media
certainly requires more in-depth analyses and additional research.

CONCLUSIONS

Social media are an extremely significant communication channel in the world of today, de-
termining also changes in the way HEls interact with their stakeholders (Carver, 2014).

The potential of social media should be taken advantage of especially in the area of
marketing communications, including enrolment activities, communication with students,
or the broadly defined brand building (Pharr, 2016). In order to find out how HEls in Poland
benefit from and utilise social media, we sent surveys to 90 marketing departments of the
HEIls. The current study concerning the use of social media conducted in a group of repre-
sentatives of 50 Polish HEIs have made it possible to draw at least several interesting con-
clusions. First, social media are considered ‘youth’ media, which is manifested both in the
default target audience intended to be reached through these media (students, appli-
cants) and the content published in these media (student achievements). Interestingly
enough, in the case of Polish HEls, social media are not utilised to promote the conducted
science and research or schools and universities as thriving academic centres, as it was
visible in other studies (Carver, 2014; Pharr, 2016). At the same time, according to the
respondents taking part in the survey, the biggest obstacle to a more advanced adoption
of social media in HEIs is the attitude of academics to social media.

As for the field of management, it is important to bear in mind that many Polish HEls are
quite experienced in the matter in question, taking advantage of contemporary means of
communication for at least three years —as many as 45 out of 50 surveyed institutions. Over
60% of the surveyed institutions spend more than five hours per week using their social me-
dia platforms actively. A characteristic feature is that HEIs in Poland carry out their social
media activities alone, with external entities providing them with occasional support —at an
operational level if any. The question of whether it results from an insufficient amount of
resources, from a lack of need for such support, or from consciously treating these activities
as strategic —meaning carrying them out with the use of internal unique resources —remains
still unanswered and requires further research. Working with social media at Polish HEls is
usually teamwork — only about 25% of the surveyed institutions have it carried out by one
person, and the entities in charge of this sphere are mainly marketing departments.

Polish HEIs have not yet considered social media a key advertising communication chan-
nel — about 70% of the surveyed institutions allot approximately 0-20% of their promotion
budget, proving how little advantage they take of social media for advertising purposes.

HEls in Poland implement social media policies to a very limited extent. It is another
research element worth being analysed in a more in-depth manner. Does it come from
unawareness of the significance of such principles, or — quite the opposite — does it come
from an assumption that employees do not need any special rules of communication via
social media because they are fully aware of the risks inherent to such communication?

The value an organisation gains from utilising social media is inseparably determined
by the specific platform taken advantage of. And therefore, when it comes to the scope
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and the purpose of the utilisation of social media, it is necessary to stress that Polish HEIs
tend to consider Facebook a social media platform of the biggest significance — both now
and in the future, despite its importance among students is diminishing (Sujon, Viney, &
Toker-Turnalar, 2018). Snapchat is rather disregarded, despite the fact that it is becoming
even more popular than Facebook among those who are soon going to be applying for
admission to higher schools and universities. The most important target audiences of so-
cial media activity are: students, applicants, and graduates. Polish HEls tend to address
their communication to academic and business environments rarely. The purposes of uti-
lising social media include mainly: relationship building, brand building, information, and
enrolment activities. The published content is created and managed by marketing special-
ists. It is created by students or representatives of school/university authorities to a lim-
ited extent. This content is usually visual and static (images), video formats were not men-
tioned, which is also interesting because video is actually the most engaging format as
observed among social media users. The content published most often includes: student
achievements, school/university news, and major events.

The main barriers to a more comprehensive adoption of social media at Polish HEIs
are: lack of understanding of the significance of social media in building the education in-
stitution’s brand among academic and administrative staff. Next on the list are the issue
of financial resources (budget) and the sense of having not enough expert knowledge to
carry out and manage these activities in a comprehensive way.

An interesting observation regarding the respondents’ answers is the undecidedness
concerning the impact of school/university authorities on social media activities and the
scope of their own activity in the digital social setting, which is contradictory to the study
conducted by van Noorden (2014), who found that academics are rather frequent users
of social media, especially those dedicated to scholarly communication. The obtained re-
sponses offer a rather vague view of the situation. The respondents emphasize the signif-
icance of social media in the entirety of their institutions’ marketing activities, and admit
that they are very satisfied with the activities carried out.

To summarise, we can say that although Polish HEIs take advantage of social media
keenly and extensively, they still view them mainly as the space for marketing operations,
used to communicate with young people through ‘youth’ content. Social media are not
used to promote schools and universities as serious academic/research centres, nor are
they used to disseminate research findings or promote academics. They are not used by
school and university authorities, researchers or teachers to build their personal brands
either. It seems that HEIs in Poland still have to develop in this manner to use social media
tools more comprehensively for communication not only with potential students but as
well as with other stakeholders. Our main recommendation for practice is that HEls in Po-
land should utilise social media in a more comprehensive manner on the one hand, while
on the other hand they should develop a strategy on how to use social media effectively
to achieve goals. Polish HEI still lack a consistent strategy on how to utilise social media
for communication. Similarly, HEls need to adjust the channels of communicating with
their stakeholders, whereas alumni and graduate students still can be researched with Fa-
cebook, younger generation of potential students are more likely to be present on other
social media platforms (Sujon, Viney, & Toker- Turnalar, 2018). Our study revealed how
much there is still to be done by HEls in Poland.
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The major limitation of the study is the small sample, we were able to survey only
50 HEls. Moreover, the survey was conducted on respondents with differing back-
ground and marketing position within the institution, which could influence the differ-
ences in answers between the HEls.

It seems essential to repeat the research presented in this article and make it more
in-depth in order to grasp the dynamics of the development of the utilisation of social
media by Polish HEIs, and to juxtapose the findings with the results obtained from sur-
veys filled in by students and academic staff members. It is also possible — and reasona-
ble —to conduct comparative studies in other markets.
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