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Abstract

:

Organizations in general, and higher education institutions in particular, had to face many challenges during the pandemic in order to carry out their usual activities. Since communications and interactions between universities and students were required to take place online, the messages sent by universities on their social media platforms held greater importance. In this regard, the purpose of the paper was to identify the promotion strategies used by European universities on Facebook and Instagram in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, we were interested in identifying differences and similarities in the types of messages European universities sent on the two social networks, regarding the way they communicated about sustainability. The method used in order to conduct the research was content analysis, while having as an instrument a content analysis grid. We analyzed the activity of 20 European universities included in the World University Rankings 2021. The results of the research revealed that universities communicated more on Facebook than on Instagram, that the most frequent messages regarding sustainability were the ones about the actions carried out by universities in order to protect the environment, and that they registered a higher engagement rate on Instagram than on Facebook.
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1. Introduction


The COVID-19 pandemic has generated changes in the way people and organizations used to interact, communicate, and carry out their daily activities. In the context of the pandemic, most communication processes between institutions and their members, as well as between institutions and their external audiences, took place exclusively online.



The virus was first detected in December 2019 in the Chinese city, Wuhan [1], and due to the large number of infected people, on 11 March 2020, the World Health Organization officially declared a Coronavirus pandemic [2]. In this regard, the pandemic affected not only the medical field, but also the economic, cultural, and educational fields.



Due to its direct impact on peoples’ health, the pandemic indirectly influenced the way organizations operate, with many being forced to constantly adapt and improve their communication and promotion strategies. Thus, whether it took place internally, between the members of the organization, or externally, effective communication played an essential role during the pandemic [3].



As one of the consequences of the pandemic situation was the restriction of communication and face-to-face interaction, the online environment gained greater importance in the communication process both at the individual and organizational level. Although the online environment provided a variety of effective means of communications, during the pandemic, social media has become “an essential communication tool used by governments, organizations and universities to disseminate crucial information” [4]. Thus, one of the most relevant features of social networks in this context is the facilitation of the dissemination of information about policies and protocols implemented at local, regional, and international levels [5], and in order to understand the importance of these networks, more attention should be paid to what users do on the platforms rather than to the tools and options they integrate [6].



Furthermore, following the increase in the use of social networks, an increase of people’s dependence on these platforms in order to relate to each other for professional, educational, and social purposes was observed during the pandemic [7]; thus, studying the activity of social media users has become even more important. In this regard, a study focusing on digital communication conducted in 2020 in the United States showed that 35% of the participants of the study declared they used social networks more frequently than during the pre-pandemic period [8]. Even more, in the academic context, recent studies showed that more and more students use social media platforms to receive information about universities and their academic offer, with the percentage of those who used social networks for this purpose being 9% in 2021, compared to 3% in the year 2020 [9].



Hence, building a social media presence is essential for an organization today, and given that social platforms can help increase brand awareness, organizations could attract more customers through these platforms [10]. As well, social networks allow users to send personalized messages to a target audience, and recent studies showed that in the context of the stressful situation created by the pandemic, when consumers received personalized messages from a company, they tended to become more loyal to the company and that they appreciated more companies that took into consideration their needs and desires [11]. Moreover, previous studies revealed that leading universities from the United States whose activities focused on sustainability, rely on social media to reach their audience, and that sustainability leaders consider that social media strategies should pay attention to the characteristics of the audience, of “what’s unique about them” [12].



Taking into account the educational field, higher education institutions had to communicate with students and potential students through their official online platforms, such as their websites and social networks pages. Since the online environment was the main communication channel used by universities, the way these institutions chose to send messages through it during the pandemic became very important for maintaining favorable relationships with students. In this regard, the purpose of our paper was to identify the promotion strategies used by European universities on Facebook and Instagram in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. More precisely, we were interested in analyzing the sustainability messages sent on the two platforms by European universities and the types of messages they sent on their official Facebook and Instagram pages, but we were also interested in identifying differences and similarities between the content, format, and frequency of the posts made by universities on the two platforms.



Hence, in a society in which the online environment has become the main communication channel between individuals and between individuals and organizations, we argue that a study focusing on the way European universities choose to communicate and to promote themselves online is both relevant and necessary. During the pandemic, online platforms in general and social networks in particular represented the main contact point between universities, students, and potential students. In this regard, how universities decided to present their activity and the type of messages they intended to send to their audience was very important in order to maintain favorable relationships with current students and in order to arouse the interest of potential students in studying at a certain university. In this context, the possible practical implications of the paper could be represented by the fact that, by providing an overview of the communication strategies used by European universities on Facebook and on Instagram, the results of the research could be taken into account by other universities when elaborating their online promotion and communication strategies. Hence, while taking into account the results of the study, universities could differentiate the type of content posted on their official Facebook and Instagram pages in order to improve their communication strategies and their relationships with students and potential students, and they could focus more on promoting their sustainable activities. Another possible practical implication of the study refers to the fact that the instruments developed in order to conduct the research could be used in future studies that focus on the online interaction between universities and their stakeholders.




2. Literature Review


2.1. Communication and Promotion on Social Networks


Over time, the concept of promotion has been defined in many ways. In this regard, promotion can be understood as “any communication activity whose purpose is to move forward products, ideas or services in the marketing channel in order to reach the final consumer” [13] (p. 3). In a similar manner, while being a component of the marketing mix, promotion is seen as “a form of communication used to inform, convince or remind the public of the goods, services, image, and community involvement of a person or organization” [14] (p. 273).



The development of social networks “has revolutionized the way people communicate, socialize and share information with each other“ [15] (p. 125). Today, the online environment and social networks have managed to eliminate communication barriers, such as geographic barriers, and as a result, individuals can communicate instantly and at any time with both close friends and acquaintances and with people they have not met in person [16]. Hence, social media and social networks are important elements that people pay special attention to, which is why organizations can no longer afford not to integrate them into their communication and promotion strategies, or to consider them tools that are intended only for the young generation [17]. In this regard, social networks are also essential in the communication process of higher education institutions, and since communicating with students or potential students through social media can sometimes be a challenge, in order to be able to interact effectively with them, universities should adopt strategies that focus on two-way communication [18].



In the context of the online communication of organizations, it is important for them to consider the current way in which they send information to the target audience, and to try to find answers to questions such as: “how does the public perceive the current way of communication?” and “what kind of strategy can determine positive behaviors and positive answers from the public?” [19]. Furthermore, considering that most companies focus their promotional activities around the idea of ”creating unique content that users will appreciate and share” [20], there are several strategies that companies can adopt in order to create content. These strategies involve sending informative or persuasive messages separately, sending both informative and persuasive messages, carrying out communication actions whose purpose may be the direct selling of the product by clearly exposing the benefits it offers compared to the products made by competitors, or whose purpose may be indirect selling by presenting the characteristics of products or services in a more subtle way [21]. Other communication and promotion strategies involve building customer loyalty through special offers or rewards, or monitoring feedback from the public [22].



2.1.1. Social Media versus Social Networks


Broadly, the concept of social media is used to “describe collaborative media creation and sharing on a fairly large scale, including social networks and other platforms such as blogs, or podcasts” [23]. Thus, although the term social media is often used as a synonym for social networks, the definition previously mentioned reveals that social media encompasses social networks. Social media allows people to interact, describe, and self-present themselves in real time or in an asynchronous way to a broad and narrow public, and their value is derived from content generated by users and from the way they perceive their interaction with other users [24].



Due to its nature, social media offers users many opportunities for interaction, through tools such as chat boxes, private messages, videos, audio messages or group discussions [25]. One of the strengths of social media is the power to unite and bring together people with common interests. Hence, through social media, people with similar preferences for certain products or services of a company can socialize and pass on positive information about it, thus influencing the decision of other people to purchase those products [26].



Similar to the concept of social media, the concept of social networks has been defined in many ways. In this regard, social networks are considered “web-based services that allow individuals to create a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, to articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and to view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system” [27] (p. 211). In a similar manner, social networks are seen as social structure of nodes which are represented by individuals or organizations, and at their basis usually stands the strength of the relationship and the trust between the users [28] (p. 225).




2.1.2. Types of Social Networks and Their Characteristics


The development of technology and the evolution of the Internet led to the diversification of communication channels in general, and of social networks in particular. Today, among the most popular and frequently used social networks are: Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat, Tumblr, and LinkedIn [29].



One of the main characteristics of these platforms is their participatory nature, which is closely related to interactivity, social networks offering users the opportunity to interact [30]. Other features are represented by integration, least effort—the ease with which users can communicate, and time effectiveness—the reduced time required for the communication process. Integration refers to the ability of social networks to connect an impressive number of users with various characteristics. Then, because people can use them for free without needing specific skills, social networks make it easier for them to communicate with each other, and they also allow users to send and receive messages instantly, at any time [31].



Considered the most popular social network today, since its launch Facebook has registered a significant number of users, and by 2020, according to the Digital 2020 report, Facebook remains the most-used social network in the world, with over 2.4 billion active users per month [32].



Facebook was created within the grounds of Harvard University by Mark Zuckerberg and it was launched in February 2004 [33]. Access to the platform was initially given only to the students of the university, but two years later, in 2006, people outside the university also had the opportunity to create an account [34]. People were delighted with the platform and the options it provided, and so Facebook grew rapidly, registering over 700,000 users in April 2004 [35].



Although Facebook is the platform most used worldwide, preferences can also be observed for social networks such as Instagram or YouTube. Instagram is a platform focused on visual content; it was launched in 2010, it is currently owned by Facebook, it allows users to post pictures and videos (which can be edited with the help of filters), other users can be tagged in them, and its specific symbol is the hashtag [36].



In this regard, a tendency for younger generations to use Instagram can be observed; the Digital 2020 report showing that in 2020, Instagram registered over one billion active users per month, and most users were aged between 18 and 34 years old [32]. Furthermore, Instagram is a social network which is mostly used through the mobile app, and its popularity can be associated with the development of smartphones and their built-in cameras [37]. Given that Facebook and Instagram are two of the most popular social networks and that younger people, including potential students, are more orientated towards the use of Instagram, we focused our research on analyzing the activity of European universities on Facebook and Instagram.





2.2. The Use of Social Networks at Individual and Organizational Level


Identifying the reasons and motives of the use of social networks by people and organizations has become a topic of interest for researchers, with the literature providing various information in this regard. Hence, a study conducted in India, on 1027 participants, showed that more than half of the respondents (62.5%) considered that social networks are important tools in the communication process, and that 19% of participants considered that social networks are sources of information [38].



Regarding the organizational environment, a previous research study identified five main ways in which organizations use social networks. Firstly, social media platforms are used in order to send information in one way, without expecting feedback, then in order to dialogue, to manage information and share knowledge, but also to socialize, and to build friendships [39].



Social networks can also be used by companies to increase their brand awareness, to improve their image and reputation, to convince the public to be more involved in their activities, or to provide support and assistance for their customers [40]. Moreover, an organization that aims to maintain a favorable relation with its audiences can do so with the help of social networks, by creating communities in which people have the opportunity to exchange views on the organization’s products or services [41]. In this regard, a previous study showed that the activity carried out on online platforms significantly influences the notoriety of companies. In other words, social networks can be used by organizations as a tool to improve their visibility and as a tool with which they can create easier associations in people’s minds [42].



Considering the academic environment, previous studies were also interested in examining the use of social networks by students. Hence, a study focused on how students at the University of Applied Sciences in Amsterdam used social networks revealed that 70.2% of respondents used Facebook to search for and obtain information, and many students also used it in order to socialize and interact with other people, as well as for academic purposes [43]. A study conducted in Mexico showed that the main purpose for which students used social networks was entertainment, being followed by socializing, getting updates on the activity of their friends, and obtaining information [44].



Furthermore, a research study conducted in 2017 at the Michigan State University revealed similar results to those previously identified in terms of how students prefer to use Facebook, presenting main reasons for use as: entertainment, information gathering, interaction, and eliminating boredom, but it also highlighted reasons such as sending information and the expressing of their own ideas and opinions [45].



However, besides Facebook, students prefer to use other platforms too. A study that looked at what networks are most often used by students showed that Instagram was their favorite social network, with Facebook ranking third after Snapchat. The study thus highlights an orientation of students towards platforms focused on visual content [46].



In the case of higher education institutions, effective use of social networks requires universities to pay attention to how they send messages through these platforms so that the messages match the promises made by them to their audience, but it also requires universities to have the ability to address situations where certain messages reflect negatively on them [47].



Considering the use of social networks by universities, previous studies revealed interesting results. Hence, a study conducted in 2013, which analyzed the way Canadian universities communicate on Facebook and Twitter, identified three levels of activity: very active, moderately active, and low-activity universities, but also identified differences between the activities of the universities on the two platforms. According to the study, on Facebook, 24% of the universities analyzed were included in the very active category, while on Twitter, in the same category was included in 38% of the universities examined, which showed the fact that the institutions were more active on Twitter than on Facebook [48].



Regarding the universities’ communication on Facebook, the results of two previous studies are noteworthy. The first study [49] analyzed the way 66 of the best ranked universities in the world in 2014, located in the United States of America, communicated on Facebook. The researchers focused on analyzing the format of the posts made on the official Facebook pages of the institutions, as well as on analyzing the number of likes, comments, and shares registered. Some of the results showed that the most frequently made posts were photo-type posts (56%), while video posts were rarely used (8%), but also that adding photos to a particular post may increase the level of interaction and engagement with that post [49].



In the second study [50], the researchers extended their research and focused on the type of posts depending on their content. Thus, among the categories in the analysis grid according to which their research was carried out were: campus posts, news/announcement posts, admission posts, academic events, research projects, or student achievements. Following the research, the results of the study highlighted the fact that there were certain types of posts that generate greater public involvement: posts about sports competitions, admission, or news [50].



Taking into account European universities, a previous study on the process of communication on social networks of universities from Lithuania, revealed that universities in that country follow each other on social platforms, that the main networks they use to communicate with the public are Facebook and YouTube, that students and potential students are more attracted to the visual content posted by universities, but also that the institutions do not involve effectively members of the academic community and internal departments in development of the online communication strategy [51]. Furthermore, the results of a study that examined the online presence of the best universities in the world in 2018, show that Facebook was the most-used social network [52].



Another study, which looked at the visual communication of 51 universities from the United Kingdom on Instagram, showed that their most frequent posts were in the category of photo posts whose purpose was to humanize the university, but also that the institutions posted rarely, once every three or four days, the average number of followers per institution being 1455, although in reality they registered a much higher number of students [53].



A previous study, which analyzed the activity on social networks of the top 10 universities in the world according to the QS-Quacquarelli Symonds University Ranking in 2017, on Instagram, the most common posts contained information about the university’s achievements, on Twitter the posts were also about various articles presenting events organized by the institution, and on Facebook, the most popular posts were the posts accompanied by links, which send the user to their official websites. A common aspect in the communication of universities was represented by their tendency to make posts with mostly visual content, but also with emotional content such as posts about the results and performance of universities, about new ideas, studies, and inventions [54].



The Use of Social Networks by Universities during the Pandemic


The way universities communicated on social media in the context of the pandemic became a subject of interest for researchers. In this regard, a study which focused on the online communication of public and private universities in Cyprus [55], showed that among the posts of public universities that received the most interaction from users were posts with information about the development of the educational process online, about the position of universities in various rankings, but also posts that were accompanied by photos with the campus. The same study also highlighted that the use of social networks can contribute to the improvement of the universities’ communication process and to the development of activities in a more sustainable manner, but it also showed that most of the posts of the four universities analyzed had visual content (74.5%), and a percentage of 35.2% of the total posts had content related to the COVID-19 pandemic [55].



Another study, which examined the communication of King Abdulaziz University in Saudi Arabia on Twitter during the pandemic, found that the university used Twitter to convey information about changes in the educational process in order to encourage students to be productive during the pandemic, and that the flexibility that Twitter offers to the communication process helped maintain a positive relationship between members of the academic community [56].





2.3. Advantages and Disadvantages of Communication and Promotion on Social Networks


Due to the tools and options they integrate, social networks can facilitate the promotion and communication process of an organization. Hence, from the perspective of the advantages of social networks, it is beneficial for an organization to use such platforms because promotion through them either does not involve any costs or involves very low costs, and they allow the organization to communicate messages to a large number of people in a relatively short time and with minimal effort [57]. Another advantage of social networks is represented by the fact that they allow a two-way communication process. For example, Facebook allows companies to provide direct answers to people’s questions and concerns, and through interactions with the public, companies can receive feedback on their current products or services, but also on products or services they want to develop in the future [58].



Furthermore, social networks also help to build a trust-based relationship between the organization and its audience. They also play a key role in increasing its visibility, with each post being able to be seen not only by customers but also by potential customers [59]. Other advantages of social networks include the possibility to not only establish connections with individuals that the user already knows, but also with new people, called social involvement—people and institutions having the opportunity to get involved socially and participate online in various activities, entertainment, and the fact that these platforms facilitate the process of obtaining new and interesting information [60].



Although social networks have many advantages, they also have some disadvantages. In the case of promotion on social networks, issues related to data privacy and security may arise, with many users being reluctant to engage in dialogues and interactions that involve the provision of personal data [61]. Other disadvantages and risks involve: too much time spent on these platforms; a psychological risk, which highlights the fact that the information posted on Facebook can be public information, which makes users more likely to receive negative feedback or comments from other users; and a social risk—of interacting with people online more than in reality [60].



Therefore, taking into account the aspects mentioned above, in the context of organization, one advantage of social networks is represented by the fact that they can be used as tools in the organization’s process of communication and promotion. The costs of promotion on social networks are relatively low and such platforms can help the organization send messages to a large number of people, thus, to a large number of potential students. Moreover, social networks can help organizations maintain a favorable relationship with students and potential students because they offer organizations the possibility to answer to their questions.



From the perspective of the user, social networks help people keep in touch with each other and with the representatives of the institutions. Thus, users have the opportunity to follow their favorite organizations or public persons, to be up to date and aware of the activities they carry out, and social networks also offer users the opportunity to comment on the actions of the institutions, to offer them feedback.



Considering the disadvantages of social networks from the perspective of institutions, the feedback they can receive through people’s comments can affect their image if the feedback is negative. From the perspective of the user, some of the disadvantages are represented by the fact that users can spend too much time on social networks, or they can start to communicate more online than face-to-face.




2.4. Sustainability Issues in Universities’ Communication Agenda


Before looking at the way universities choose to promote and send sustainability messages, it is necessary to understand better the concepts of sustainable development and sustainability communication. In this regard, sustainable development was defined by the World Commission on Environment and Development as “the development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs” [62]. In this context, sustainability communication can be understood as a complex process which refers to the future development of society, at its basis standing “a vision of sustainability” [63]. Hence, sustainability communication implies a process of mutual understanding, of analyzing issues or possibilities of development, that takes place between people, between people and organizations, but also within organizations including universities [63].



The role of universities in creating and promoting a sustainable future was acknowledged and studied by many researchers [64,65,66,67,68], and barriers to sustainability were also revealed [69]. Furthermore, cooperation between industry and academia in the area of sustainability science [70], the ability to use media for communication sustainability issues [71,72]; or the lack of information and communication [73], may facilitate or become obstacles in the promotion of universities’ sustainability initiatives among different stakeholders. In this regard, previous studies [65] stated that many universities are lagging behind companies in their attempt of creating a more sustainable society.



The studies and papers about the universities’ engagement in the transformation of societies include research conducted in different context and parts of the world such as USA (Harvard University) [74], Spain [75,76], Italy [77], Sweden [78], Portugal [73], Lithuania [79], Romania [80], Brazil [81], China [82] and a multiple-country approach was also considered by researchers [83], who analyzed 1068 bachelor and master’s degree programs in media and communication studies from 28 European countries.



The issues regarding communication challenges faced by universities in terms of their role and responsibility for increasing awareness, knowledge, skills, and values for creating a sustainable future are recurrent and they are related to:




	
Communicating through their websites [77,79,84,85]



	
Lack of internal communication [65,76]



	
Communication of the sustainable development as a sustainability assessment tool [86,87]



	
Developing competences for communicating into a globalized and interconnected world [71,72]



	
Communication strategy [74,75,80]



	
Improvement of the promotion models by including students and staff and creating bidirectional communication channels [81,84,88];



	
Interpreting sustainability with a wider meaning and translating it to different stakeholders [89]








Regarding the use of social media tools as a way to engage stakeholders and the internal public in educating and promoting the universities’ sustainable future and their role in building it, previous studies highlighted some interesting aspects. A previous study supported the idea that social media platforms could be seen by universities as new means of raising awareness about environmental sustainability among employees and students [90].



While focusing the research on the analysis of the activity on Facebook of University of Florence, (on both the official page and its dedicated channel for sustainability dissemination), during the entire year of 2019, a previous research revealed that most posts about sustainability fell into the category of community engagement, but also in the category of research, or teaching, and that the level of interaction between the university and its stakeholders was relatively low. The same study also highlighted the idea that engaging the stakeholders through social media platforms is still a challenge for the university analyzed, and that social media could be very useful for communicating with large audiences and for increasing the awareness of people about sustainability-related issues [91].



Another study which focused on the matter of sustainability messages sent on Twitter revealed that posts which had the hashtag “sustainability” were related to the idea of innovation, that companies which operate in the field of renewable energy acknowledged the essential role of communicating with their stakeholders, with them considering that social networks are appropriate platforms for two-way communication. The research also identified six areas of sustainability which were mostly approached on Twitter, such as: environmental sustainability, awareness about sustainability, renewable energy and climate change, innovative technology, green architecture, and food sustainability [92].



Furthermore, scholars who analyzed the content related to sustainability communicated on the websites of companies, non-profit organizations, and universities, showed that universities focused more than non-profit organizations did on sustainability messages, them having a section dedicated to sustainability on their websites. The same study also revealed that the issues most frequently discussed by the institutions analyzed in the context of sustainability, were about waste (50%), energy (48%), building (45.3%) and water (45.3%) [93].





3. Material and Methods


3.1. Purpose and Objectives of the Research


The purpose of the study was to identify the promotion strategies used by European universities on Facebook and Instagram in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. In order to fulfil the purpose, we established a series of objectives. In this regard, the objectives of our research included:



O1. Identifying the type of content posted by the universities analyzed on their Facebook and Instagram accounts



O2. Identifying the type of format most often used by universities on their Facebook and Instagram accounts



O3. Identifying the frequency of the posts made by universities on Facebook and Instagram



O4. Identifying the universities which register more engagement from the public on Facebook and Instagram



O5. Identifying the frequency of the sustainability messages sent by universities on Facebook and Instagram



O6. Identifying differences and similarities in the promotion strategies of universities on Facebook and Instagram




3.2. Hypotheses of the Research


The hypotheses of the research are related to the results of previous studies conducted on the matter of online communication and promotion of universities.



Hypothesis 1.

Universities have a higher frequency of posts on Facebook than on Instagram.





Hypothesis 1 is supported by a similar previous study in which Valerio-Ureña et al. [52] showed that Facebook was the social network most used by the universities analyzed.



Hypothesis 2.

Universities register more engagement from the public on Instagram than on Facebook.





When we elaborated hypothesis two, we took into account the results of a study, in which Knight-McCord et al. [46], revealed that out of several platforms including Instagram and Facebook, Instagram was the platform most used by students. Thus, we inferred that students’ preference for Instagram implies that they also interact and engage more with this social network than with other types of social networks.



Hypothesis 3.

On Instagram, the most posted type of content is represented by student testimonials.





Hypothesis 3 is related to the results of a previous study conducted by Stuart et al. [53], on universities from the United Kingdom, which revealed that the posts most frequently made by the universities analyzed were posts whose aim was to humanize the institutions. Considering this result, we inferred that student testimonials can fall into the category of such posts, them having the power to humanize a university, by allowing students to present their authentic experiences.



Hypothesis 4.

On Facebook, the most posted type of content is related to student counseling.





Hypothesis 4 is related to the results of a previous unpublished research of the authors, which showed that the universities analyzed posted frequent messages which contained advice for students. Moreover, given the pandemic context, we expected universities to have more posts regarding the way students could overcome the challenges they had to face during the pandemic.



Hypothesis 5.

The post format most used on Facebook and on Instagram is the photo format.





Hypothesis 5 is supported by the results of a similar previous study [49], in which Peruta and Shields showed that the posts made most frequently by the universities fell into the category of photo type posts.



Hypothesis 6.

Universities use different promotion strategies on Facebook and Instagram.





When we elaborated hypothesis 6, we took into account the results of a research in which Maresova et al. [54] supported the idea that universities focus on different types of posts depending on the platform used.




3.3. Sample


The universities analyzed were selected from the ranking entitled World University Rankings 2021, elaborated by Times Higher Education, a ranking of the best universities in the world that includes more than 1500 universities from 93 countries and regions. In the ranking, up to the position 200, the position of each university is mentioned, and subsequently, the positions are presented according to the score obtained, in intervals: 201–250, 251–300, 301–350, 351–400, 401–500, 501–600, 601–800, 801–1000, 1001+ [94]).



The sample of our research comprised a total of 20 universities, and they have been selected according to several criteria. First of all, we chose European universities that had an active Facebook and Instagram account, and which had posts in English on these accounts, or which, in addition to the text in the language spoken in the country they belonged to, also had text written in English. Next, in order to have a more diverse sample, we chose the top five European universities present in the ranking regardless of the country of origin, then we chose the next 10 European universities, with the condition to choose only one university from each European country. After, we selected the top five universities in Romania included in the ranking. Hence, the sample includes five of the best ranked universities in the world in 2021, five of the best ranked Romanian universities, and well-ranked universities from 13 European countries. In the context of these 13 universities chosen, we believe that the criteria we established, which referred to universities having both active Facebook and Instagram pages, having posts in English, and the criteria of choosing only one university from each European country, give relevance to the sample. Thus, we selected universities which were active on social media, and which tried to reach a large number of people by also posting in English and not only in the language of the country in which they were situated.



In this regard, the sample included the following universities: University of Oxford (position 1), University of Cambridge (position 6), Imperial College London (position 11), ETH Zurich (position 14), University College London (position 16), Technical University of Munich (position 41), KU-Leuven (position 45), Wageningen University & Research (position 62), Lund University (position 103), Pompeu-Fabra University (position 152), Trinity College Dublin (position 155), University of Bologna (position 167), Technical University of Denmark (position 187), Aalto University (interval 201–250), University of Luxembourg (interval 201–250), Bucharest Academy of Economic Studies (interval 601–800), Babes-Bolyai University (position 1001+), University of Bucharest (position 1001+), “Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iasi (position 1001+), and Transilvania University of Brasov (position 1001+). The selected universities come from countries such as: United Kingdom, Switzerland, Germany, Belgium, the Netherlands, Sweden, Spain, Ireland, Italy, Denmark, Finland, Luxembourg, and Romania. Furthermore, some of the universities we excluded because they did not meet the criteria of having Facebook and Instagram active pages and posts in English, are: LMU Munich, Karolinska Institute from Sweden, or Paris Sciences et Lettres PSL from France, which did not have posts in English.




3.4. The Research Instrument


The method used in order to conduct the research is content analysis, and the research instrument is represented by an analysis grid adapted from two grids used in previous studies that analyzed the way universities use their Facebook pages to promote themselves. The first part of the grid contains adapted categories related to the content of the posts [50] such as: student achievements, news and announcements, research projects, admission, academic conferences, entertainment, competitions, campus. To these categories we added other categories specific to this research, such as: COVID-19 information, vaccine information, city posts, sustainable development, and university achievements.



The second part of the grid contains adapted categories related to the format of the posts: photo, link to own site, external link, own video, external video, to which were added formats such as: share of associated page, share of unassociated pages, gif and boomerang. The third part of the grid contains criteria regarding the performance of universities: average number of posts/day, average number of reactions/post, average number of comments/post, average number of distributions/post, average number of views/videos, and total number of likes on page [49].



The analysis grid contains 28 categories related to the content of posts, nine categories related to the format of the post, and six categories related to the performance of universities. The text of the categories that were taken from the two grids used in previous studies can be found in the grid used in this research, written in italics. The research instrument used to conduct the research can be found in Appendix A.




3.5. Procedure


The activity on Facebook and Instagram of the selected universities was analyzed over a period of 1 month: April 2021. A total of 1005 posts were analyzed: 700 on Facebook and 305 on Instagram. In order to establish the analysis period, we took into account the fact that there may be differences in the way the academic year is structured in the case of the universities selected. Thus, we chose to examine the activity of universities in April 2021, because some universities have several admission sessions and start the semester either in October, in February, or in March, and this could have altered the results of the research, and April is a month in which all universities selected were in full swing.



While conducting the research, each post made by universities on their official Facebook and Instagram accounts was assigned to a category in the grid, in terms of content and format, and for each university we also calculated its performance indicators, expressed by number of likes (reactions), comments, and distributions. Thus, noting that certain posts may correspond to both a link format and a video format, as a rule, we considered that a post can be assigned to only one type of format and only one type of content.



Then, taking into account the fact that certain formats may generate different levels of engagement, in order to comply with the above rule, in cases where a post can fall into more categories of formats, we established a priority order.



In order to establish the order of priorities, we considered the results of a previous study which showed that posts which contain photos generate more interaction from the public than postings whose format is in link or video [49], as well as the results of a study which showed that including a link in a post led to a lower level of interaction than the level of interaction that the post would have if it did not contain a link [50].



In regards to the photo or link format of posts made on Facebook, only those posts in which the photo was uploaded directly by the university were included in the photo format, and not if the university had a post that contained a link, in which there was an article with a photo, and the platform automatically took the photo of the article, which is why it also appeared on the post. In other words, the posts were assigned to the photo format only if the post contained a photo uploaded/posted directly by the university.



In order to calculate the level of engagement for each university on Facebook and Instagram, we used a formula previously used in a similar study [49]. According to the formula, the post engagement is calculated by adding the numbers of likes, comments, and shares of the post, and then the number obtained is divided by the page likes at the end of the research. Moreover, since Instagram does not register the number of shares, in order to calculate the level of engagement of universities on this platform, we used the formula described above, but without the number of shares.





4. Results


According to the Objectives of the Research and the Hypotheses of the Research


O1. Identifying the type of content posted by the universities analyzed on their Facebook and Instagram accounts.



The analysis of the activity on Facebook of the 20 universities included in the research can be found in Appendix B and the analysis of the activity on Instagram of the 20 universities included in the research can be found in Appendix C.



Hence, the results of the research revealed that the most common type of content posted by universities on Facebook is the one about news and announcements (132 posts), followed by posts about research projects (80 posts), events (74 posts), admission (52 posts), pandemic context information (51 posts): virus information (27 posts) and vaccine information (24 posts), but also posts on sustainable development actions (41 posts), career guidance (22 posts) and competitions (22 posts). Frequent posts were also made about holiday wishes (27), but the analysis did not focus on them, as they are contextual and particular posts that would have altered the results of the research, because the holidays are distributed differently throughout the year. During the analyzed period there were several holidays, which is why these posts are also present in a larger number on the two platforms analyzed, but in another period it may not be possible for universities to include these posts in their strategy. Table 1 presents the number of posts made by the 20 universities analyzed on Facebook and Instagram, depending on the type of content.



On Instagram, the content most frequently posted is the one about related institutions and related spaces (32), followed by student testimonials (30), news and announcements (28), city posts (22), pandemic context information (21): virus information (11) and vaccine information (10), sustainable development actions (20), campus (20), and admission (19). Posts about holiday wishes are also common on Instagram (17), but the analysis did not focus on them because they are contextual and it is possible for universities to not have the opportunity to make such posts in another period.



O2. Identifying the type of format most often used by universities on their Facebook and Instagram accounts.



Given the activity on Facebook of the 20 universities included in the research, the most frequently used format is the photo format (299), followed by a link to their official websites (217), and its own video (86). The external link (52) and, to a lesser extent, the share of associated pages (33) were also used often.



On Instagram, universities used most frequently the photo format (245), followed by the own video format (59). At the same time, the gif format was used only in one post and the boomerang format only in one post too (Table 2 and Figure 1).



Hence, while taking into account the data from Table 2, the results referring to the type of format mostly used by the universities analyzed on Facebook and on Instagram, are represented visually in Figure 1.



O3. Identifying the frequency of the posts made by universities on Facebook and Instagram.



The universities analyzed posted more frequently on Facebook, with them having an average of 1.1 posts/day, while on Instagram, universities had an average of 0.5 posts per day (Table 3). Furthermore, both on Facebook and Instagram, the university that posted more often was University of Oxford.



O4. Identifying the universities which register more engagement from the public on Facebook and Instagram.



All the universities analyzed registered more engagement on Instagram than on Facebook (Table 4, Table 5, Table 6 and Table 7). One possible explanation for the higher engagement rate on Instagram would be that since the universities’ audiences are represented mostly by young people, and since it is known that young people are more orientated towards visual content, and thus they react more on the posts made by universities on Instagram.



On Facebook, the university with the highest level of engagement is the Academy of Economic Studies in Bucharest (0.13), followed by Babes-Bolyai University (0.09) and Trinity College London (0.08). On Instagram, the university with the highest level of engagement is the Academy of Economic Studies in Bucharest (0.9), followed by Wageningen University & Research (0.72), and the Technical University of Munich (0.69).



In order to provide a clearer understanding of the differences between the engagement rates registered by the universities analyzed on Facebook and Instagram, we normalized the scores presented in Table 4, by multiplying each score by 100. The normalized scores for the first 10 universities analyzed can be found in Table 5. Furthermore, in Figure 2 we represent the data from Table 5, regarding the engagement rate of the universities on Facebook and Instagram.



The normalized scores for engagement rates on Facebook and Instagram of the next 10 universities analyzed are represented in Table 7, and their visual representation is provided in Figure 3. Thus, Figure 2 and Figure 3 show that for all 20 universities, the engagement rate was higher on Instagram than on Facebook.



O5. Identifying the frequency of the sustainability messages sent by universities on Facebook and Instagram.



The results of the research revealed that on Facebook, the university which posted most frequently messages regarding their sustainability actions was KU-Leuven (0.83), it being followed by University of Oxford (0.33) and by Technical University Munich (0.15).



On Instagram, the highest frequency of posts about sustainable actions was registered by Aalto University (0.35), it being followed by University of Bologna (0.16) and KU-Leuven and Technical University Munich (0.12) (Table 8 and Table 9).



Generally, the European universities analyzed posted similarly about their sustainable actions on Facebook and Instagram, but the results of the research showed that University of Cambridge, ETH Zurich, University of Bologna and Aalto University promoted their sustainable actions more on Instagram.



Taking into account the results of the research, the most frequent types of post regarding sustainability were the ones in which universities promoted the actions carried out in order to protect the environment, actions such as going net zero or recycling. For example, University of Oxford made posts on Facebook in which it promotes its plan to go net zero, and University of Bologna posted on Facebook regarding its sustainable actions such as developing a zero-emission boat.



O6. Identifying differences and similarities in the promotion strategies of universities on Facebook and Instagram.



Taking into account the differences, the results of the research revealed that universities post more on Facebook (7000 posts) than on Instagram (305 posts). On Facebook, universities focus their communication strategy on news and announcements (132), which are followed by posts about research projects (80), about events (74), admission (52), pandemic context information (51), sustainable development (41), career guidance, and competitions alike (22) (Table 1).



On Instagram, the communication strategy is focused more on providing information about related institutions and about the experiences of students. Hence, universities focused mainly on promoting related institutions (32), then on posting student testimonials (30), news and announcements posts (28), posts about the city (22), posts which contained information about the pandemic context (21), and posts about the campus (20) (Table 1).



Given the communication strategies of universities, from the perspective of the eight most common types of content, similarities are observed in the case of news and announcement posts, sustainable development, virus and vaccine information, and admission, as universities have chosen to include this type of content in their communication strategy on both Facebook and Instagram. Even more, information about the virus and the vaccine was communicated on platforms almost to the same extent (51 posts compared to 21, with an average number of posts/month of 0.7), and this can also be seen in the case of posts about sustainable development.



Taking into account the number of posts, universities make more posts about news and announcements on Facebook (103) than on Instagram (28). In the case of admission posts, there are more posts on Facebook (52) than on Instagram (19) (Table 1). In this regard, it can be said that on Facebook, universities focus more than on Instagram, on providing up-to-date information, administrative information, or admission information.



Differences can be seen in the case of posts about research projects. On Facebook there were 80 posts about research projects, and on Instagram there were only 11. It can be stated that, on Facebook, universities promote their research projects more than on Instagram. Also, on Facebook, universities focused more than on Instagram on providing students with information about career guidance (22 posts versus 1) and information about competitions (22 posts versus 9) (Table 1).



The promotion in connection with the city is also different on the two social networks. Posts about the city are among the most common types of content used on Instagram, while on Facebook, the city is not promoted frequently. In other words, universities promote the city they belong to more on Instagram (22 posts) than on Facebook (14 posts). From the perspective of similarities, it was observed that posts about entertainment are posted less frequently both on Facebook (13 posts) and on Instagram (11 posts) (Table 1).



In terms of the format of the posts, similarly, universities use the photo format the most, both on Facebook (299) and Instagram (245) (Table 2). On the other hand, due the tools and options they integrate, differences were found in the case of the format of sharing associated or unassociated pages. Instagram does not count and does not allow users to publicly share posts on their timeline. Thus, on Facebook there are also posts with which associated or unassociated pages, are shared, but being a difference rendered by the options of the platforms, we did not consider it significant.



From the perspective of performance, the results showed that universities post more on Facebook than on Instagram. On Facebook, the universities posted with a frequency of 1.1 posts/day, while on Instagram, they had a frequency of 0.5 posts per day. However, the results revelead that unversities register a higher level of engagement on Instagram than on Facebook (Table 3).



Taking into account the hypotheses of the research, we next present the results in relation to each hypothesis.



The hypothesis 1 was confirmed, the results of the research showing that the universities analyzed posted more frequently on Facebook (1.1 posts per day) than on Instagram (0.5 posts per day) (Table 3).



The hypothesis 2 was confirmed because, all universities included in the research had a higher level of engagement on Instagram than on Facebook (Table 4). Also, from the perspective of the average number of reactions (likes) and comments, it can be seen from Table 3 that universities receive greater appreciation on Instagram (1870.44 appreciations/posts) and comments (16.97 comments) than reactions (131.5 reactions/post) and comments (5.6 comments/post) on Facebook.



The hypothesis 3 was only partially confirmed, as student testimonials were the second-most posted type of content on Instagram. There were 30 posts with student testimonials, but they were very close in number to the most-posted content, namely related institutions/spaces (32) (Table 1).



The hypothesis 4 was not confirmed. The type of content most frequently posted by the universities on Facebook was news and announcements (103), and there were very few posts regarding student counseling (11) (Table 1).



The hypothesis 5 was confirmed. The results of the research, presented in Table 2 show that the format most used by the universities analyzed on the two platforms was the photo format (299 posts with photos on Facebook, and 244 posts with photos on Instagram).



The hypothesis 6 was confirmed. The findings of the research revealed that the universities analyzed focused on various and different types of content on the two platforms. For example, on Facebook universities posted most frequently about news and announcements (132 posts), or research projects (80 posts), while on Instagram they focused more on promoting their related institutions and spaces (32 posts), and the experiences of students, through student testimonials (30 posts) (Table 1).





5. Discussion


The results of our research revealed that there are differences and similarities between the way European universities communicate on their Facebook and Instagram accounts. Taking into account the platform used most by universities, our research is in line with previous studies [52] which revealed that universities preferred to communicate and promote themselves more on Facebook. Thus, from the total of 1005 posts analyzed, 700 were made by universities on Facebook.



From the perspective of the post format, similar to previous studies [49,55], our research also showed that the format most frequently used by universities was the photo format, and that universities focused more on posting visual content. Hence, we related the findings of our research to the findings of a previous study conducted in 2016 which showed that at that time, the video format was used only by 8% of the universities analyzed. In this regard, it should be taken into account that since then, the preferences of people and of institutions changed, especially in the last 2 years, meaning that the video content started to receive more attention, and thus, the results of our study should be considered while having in mind these aspects. However, distinctly from a previous study that shows that the most common type of content used on Instagram by universities was the one related to the achievements of universities [54], our research revealed that the content posted most frequently on this platform was the one about related institutions and spaces.



From the perspective of the type of content, on Facebook, the universities analyzed focused their communication strategy more on posting news and announcements, on promoting their research projects, events, admission and career guidance. On Instagram, the focus was on promoting more their related spaces and institutions, such as the library, botanical gardens, on promoting the experiences of students through testimonials, and on promoting the city and the campus. In terms of competitions, sustainability and information about the pandemic context, such content was promoted on Facebook and Instagram almost to the same extent.



Referring to the pandemic context, the posts mainly provided information about the prevention measures implemented, about test centers, but also about the vaccine. The University of Oxford had a significantly higher number of such posts (17 posts), which indicates that it may have been more directly involved in vaccine development projects, than other universities.



In the context of sustainability messages, our findings revealed that universities preferred to use the social network Facebook more in order to promote the sustainable development actions they carried out. In other word, their communication strategy on Facebook focused more on sending sustainability messages than it focused on Instagram. According to our research, the post about sustainability were mostly represented by post in which universities presented their plans to go net zero, or the projects they developed in order to protect the environment, such as building zero-emission boats, or developing recycling programs or competitions. Thus, the universities which posted most frequently information about their sustainable actions, was KU-Leuven on Facebook and Aalto University on Instagram. Hence, by highlighting that the universities analyzed focused mostly on posts related to environmental sustainability, our research is in line with previous studies [92].



Regarding the format most frequently used, it was represented by the photo format on Facebook (299 posts), as well as on Instagram (244 posts), and in terms of performance, the frequency of posts was higher on Facebook than on Instagram. However, higher engagement rates were registered on Instagram, even though generally, the platform was used less than Facebook. University of Oxford was the one university which registered most posts on both Facebook and Instagram, while Pompeu Fabra University was the one who had the lowest frequency of posts on Facebook, and University of Luxembourg was the one who posted most rarely on Instagram.



Furthermore, an analysis of universities situated in the same country was also conducted. Considering the four universities from the United Kingdom included in the research, by looking at their activity on Facebook and Instagram, some similarities and differences can be identified. In the context of the type of content most frequently posted on Facebook, a similarity can be seen in the case of three universities from the United Kingdom. Hence, University of Oxford, Imperial College London, and University College London posted most frequently about news and announcements. However, a difference can be seen if we compare these universities with the University of Cambridge, which posted most frequently about its research projects (Appendix B Table A2 Analysis on Facebook of the first 10 universities analyzed).



From the perspective of the type of format mostly used on Facebook, a similarity was identified between University of Oxford and University of Cambridge, both of them using most frequently the “link to the official website” format (University of Oxford—28 posts) and University of Cambridge—19 posts) (Appendix B Table A2 Analysis on Facebook of the first 10 universities analyzed). A similarity was also identified in the case of Imperial College London and University College London, which used most frequently the photo format (Imperial College London—18 posts and University College London, 5 posts). However, it must be mentioned that University of College London also had 5 posts with the “link to the official website” format.



From the perspective of the performance indicators of the four universities on Facebook, University of Oxford was the one with the highest frequency of posts in the period analyzed, followed by Imperial College London, University of Cambridge, and University College London. (Appendix B Table A2 Analysis on Facebook of the first 10 universities analyzed). Taking into account the engagement rates of the universities on Facebook, the highest engagement rate was registered by University of Oxford (0.019), and the lowest engagement rate was registered by University College London (0.004) (Table 4). Comparing the engagement registered on the two platforms analyzed, all four universities had higher engagement rates on Instagram than on Facebook.



Considering the activity of the four universities on Instagram, some differences were identified. University of Oxford posted most frequently about news and announcements (as it did on Facebook), University of Cambridge focused on promoting its related spaces and institutions (thus, it adopted a different approach on Instagram than on Facebook), Imperial College London focused more on presenting students’ testimonials, and University College London was the one with the fewest posts (4), them being mostly about wishes and related spaces, or campus. In the context of performance indicators, the university which posted most frequently was University of Oxford, followed by University of Cambridge, Imperial College London, and University College London.



Taking into account the five Romanian universities included in the research, in the context of their activity on Facebook, the analysis revealed differences in the type of content posted most frequently. Bucharest Academy of Economic Studies, posted most often about news and announcements, Babes-Bolyai University and University of Bucharest posted mostly about events, “Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iasi posted most frequently about the admission process, and Transilvania University of Brasov posted most often about career guidance (Appendix B Table A2 Analysis on Facebook of the next 10 universities analyzed).



In the context of the format most used on Facebook, all Romanian universities used most frequently the photo format. Next, considering the performance indicators, the analysis showed that “Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iasi was the one that registered the highest frequency of posts, followed by Babes-Bolyai University, University of Bucharest, Transilvania University of Brasov, and Bucharest Academy of Economic Studies. Regarding the engagement rate on Facebook, the scores for the Romanian universities were similar, them having from 1 post/day—Bucharest Academy of Economic Studies to 1.63 posts/day—“Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iasi. Furthermore, the highest engagement rate was registered in the case of Bucharest Academy of Economic Studies.



Taking into account the activity of the universities on Instagram, in terms of the type of content posted most frequently, the analysis revealed that compared to Facebook, on Instagram all Romanian universities promote themselves poorly. However, in spite of their poor promotion, the engagement rate was higher on Instagram in the case of all five universities. This result suggests that the audience is willing to interact more with the content that Romanian universities post on Instagram, and thus, they should focus more on improving their communication and promotion on this platform.



Hence, while some similarities were found in the activity of universities within the same country, in the case of Romanian universities as well as in the case of universities from the United Kingdom, the analysis revealed that they used different communication and promotion strategies and that they focus on different content on the two platforms analyzed.



Furthermore, taking into account the communication and promotion strategies of the universities analyzed, a series of key differences were found. In this regard, considering the type of content on which universities mostly focused on, the research revealed that European universities such as University of Oxford, ETH Zurich, Technical University Munchen, or Aalto University focused their communication strategies more on sending sustainability messages and on promoting their sustainable actions, than universities from Romania. Another noteworthy difference was found in the case of posts about podcasts, the universities which most focused on promoting such type of content being the universities from the United Kingdom, including University of Oxford, University of Cambridge, Imperial College London. Next, differences can be seen in the communication strategies of universities in the context of promoting their research projects. The universities with high positions in the ranking, such as University of Oxford, ETH Zurich, or University of Bologna, chose to concentrate their strategies on communicating information about the research projects developed and their results, while universities with lower positions, such as universities from Romania including University of Bucharest, or “Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iasi, did not focus on describing their research on their official Facebook and Instagram pages.



However, on Facebook, the content which was promoted by all the universities included in the analysis except KU-Leuven, was news and announcements. On Instagram, the type of content promoted most was on related institutions and spaces, with University of Cambridge being the university who posted most frequently photos of its related institutions/colleges. Moreover, students’ testimonials were also at the center of the promotion strategies of universities on Instagram, the universities which focused most on describing the experiences of students being Lund University, Wageningen University & Research, or Imperial College London.



When comparing the activity of Romanian universities and the other European universities, the findings of the research showed that Romanian universities have communication strategies which involve mostly sending information about the admission process, events, news and announcements, or students’ achievements.



In the context of the format used by universities, the photo format was preferred by most of the universities analyzed, with it being used the most by “Alexandru Ioan Cuza” University of Iasi in 41 posts, followed by Trinity College Dublin with 35 posts with a photo format. In terms of performance indicators, the university that posted most frequently on both Facebook and Instagram was University of Oxford, but the university that registered the highest engagement rate on the two platforms was Bucharest Academy of Economic Studies.



Therefore, the universities included in the research had diverse communication strategies, they preferred to use the social network Facebook more than Instagram, and European universities had more complex strategies than Romanian universities, with the former having posts with more varied types of content.




6. Conclusions


In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, higher education institutions have faced many challenges, as they have had to adapt to the online environment, both the educational process and the way they promote themselves and communicate with students and potential students. In this regard, the purpose of our paper was to identify the promotion strategies used by European universities on Facebook and Instagram in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.



The results of our research revealed that universities promote themselves more on Facebook than on Instagram, but they register a higher engagement rate on Instagram. This might happen due to the fact that young people today are orientated more towards visual content, and since young people are the main users of platforms such as Instagram, but also the main audience of universities, the chance of them interacting with the universities’ posts is higher on Instagram than on Facebook.



Regarding the differences between the communication process of European universities on the two platforms, our research revealed that on Facebook, the strategy is focused more on posts about news and announcements, but also on promoting their research projects, events, and the admission process. On the other hand, on Instagram, the strategy is focused on promoting their related institutions and spaces, on highlighting the experience of students through testimonials, and also on promoting the city and the campus.



In terms of sustainability messages, they were posted almost with the same frequency on Facebook and on Instagram and they were mostly represented by posts which emphasized the way universities try to protect the environment, through actions such as going net zero or recycling.



Similarities in the promotion strategies used by universities on Facebook and Instagram were also found in the case of information about the pandemic context, meaning that such information was mostly almost with the same frequency on both platforms. However, although posts about the virus and about the vaccine were among the most posted types of content, it can be stated that universities have tried not to put an emphasis only on the crisis situation. Thus, their communication strategies included diversified content through which universities have not only sought to maintain a favorable relationship with students, but also with potential students. Furthermore, the research also revealed universities tended towards visual content, with the format most used being the photo format.



Taking into account the theoretical and practical implications of our study, from a theoretical point of view, our research contributes to the literature on the promotion and communication of universities on social networks, by providing relevant information about the elements that represented the focus of the communication strategies of European universities in the context of the pandemic. Even more, by highlighting the sustainability messages sent by universities on social networks, our study provides an overview of the way such institutions chose to promote the activities they carry out in order to protect the environment.



Furthermore, considering the theoretical implications, the paper supports the idea that universities should focus more on promoting their activity on social networks by using more visual content, as the platform Instagram, which is more orientated towards visual content, registered higher engagement rates than Facebook, and also supports the idea that in the context of sustainability, universities focus more on posts related to environmental sustainability or renewable energy. Another theoretical implication of the paper is related to the categories according to which the universities were analyzed. Hence, while at the basis of our research we had two previous studies [49,50], our paper provides a wide range of types of content posted, and of types of formats. In other words, while taking into account the models used by previous studies for the analysis of universities, we added to those models, categories referring to the type of content (university achievements, alumni achievements, related institutions/spaces), or to the type of format of the posts (external link, share of associated pages, share of un-associated pages).



Regarding the practical implications, the results of our study could be used as a frame of reference in the development of communication and promotion strategies on social networks of higher education institutions. For example, universities could focus on posting more on Instagram, since the engagement rate seems to be higher on this platform than on Facebook, or they could focus their Instagram strategy on promoting students’ experiences and their Facebook strategy on promoting sustainable actions and research projects.



Limitations and Future Research Directions


While our research provides relevant information on the activity on Facebook and Instagram of European universities, it also has some limitations. One limitation is represented by the fact that the activity of the universities was analyzed only for a period of one month (April 2021), while another limitation is given by the number of universities included in the study. Hence, future research should extend the analysis period and should focus on examining more universities.



Furthermore, another limitation of the study is the fact that the opinion of students or potential students about the way they communicate with the universities was not examined. In this regard, future research should also focus on analyzing the opinion of the beneficiaries.



Other future research directions would be to assess the activity of universities on more social networks, including YouTube or TikTok, to develop a comparative analysis depending on the geographical area in which universities are situated, or a comparative analysis depending on the position in the ranking of each university, and future research should focus more on the sustainability messages of universities and their role in the communication strategies of such institutions.
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Table A1. The Research Instrument.






Table A1. The Research Instrument.









	1. Categories Referring to the Type of Content
	Name of the University and Number of Posts





	Information about COVID-19
	



	Information about vaccine
	



	Events
	



	University achievements
	



	Competitions
	



	Research
	



	Research about COVID-19
	



	Admission
	



	Community involvement
	



	News and announcements
	



	Entertainment
	



	Students’ achievements
	



	Graduates’ achievements
	



	Teachers’ achievements
	



	Connex institutions/spaces
	



	Study/internship mobilities
	



	Webinars
	



	Student counselling
	



	Academic conferences
	



	Career guidance
	



	Posts about the city
	



	Campus
	



	Sustainability messages
	



	Students’ testimonials
	



	Teachers’ testimonials
	



	Podcast
	



	Thank you messages
	



	Wishes
	



	Total of posts
	



	2. Categories Referring to the Format of the Posts
	



	Link to the official website
	



	External link
	



	Own video
	



	External video
	



	Photo
	



	Share of associated pages
	



	Share of unassociated pages
	



	Gif
	



	Boomerang
	



	3. Categories Referring to Performance
	



	Medium nr. of posts/day for the 20 univ. analyzed
	



	Medium nr. of reactions/post (like, love, happy, sad)
	



	Medium nr. of comments/post
	



	Medium nr. of shares/post
	



	Medium nr. of views/video post
	



	Medium nr. of page likes/of followers
	









Appendix B. The Analysis of the Activity on Facebook of the 20 Universities Analyzed
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Table A2. Analysis on Facebook of the first 10 universities analyzed.






Table A2. Analysis on Facebook of the first 10 universities analyzed.





	1. Categories Referring to the Type of Content
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Information about COVID-19
	5
	1
	2
	2
	-
	4
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Information about vaccine
	12
	-
	2
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Events
	3
	-
	3
	4
	1
	3
	1
	1
	-
	-



	University achievements
	-
	-
	1
	2
	1
	1
	-
	-
	1
	-



	Competitions
	2
	2
	1
	-
	-
	1
	1
	1
	-
	1



	Research
	9
	11
	4
	10
	-
	5
	6
	-
	3
	-



	Research about COVID-19
	5
	1
	-
	1
	-
	1
	-
	-
	1
	-



	Admission
	1
	-
	6
	-
	-
	2
	-
	5
	2
	-



	Community involvement
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	News and announcements
	19
	10
	7
	8
	3
	8
	-
	5
	1
	4



	Entertainment
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Students’ achievements
	-
	1
	1
	2
	1
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-



	Graduates’ achievements
	-
	-
	-
	2
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	1



	Teachers’ achievements
	-
	-
	-
	2
	-
	1
	1
	-
	1
	-



	Connex institutions/spaces
	5
	2
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	1
	1
	2



	Study/internship mobilities
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Webinars
	-
	-
	7
	1
	1
	1
	-
	2
	-
	-



	Student counselling
	3
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	3
	-
	-



	Academic conferences
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	1
	-
	-
	1



	Career guidance
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	3
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Posts about the city
	3
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	3
	1



	Campus
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	4
	1
	-



	Sustainability messages
	6
	-
	-
	2
	-
	6
	1
	4
	1
	-



	Students’ testimonials
	1
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	4
	-
	-



	Teachers’ testimonials
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-



	Podcast
	1
	2
	3
	2
	1
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Thank you messages
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Wishes
	7
	-
	2
	1
	2
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Total of posts
	83
	32
	40
	41
	12
	40
	12
	31
	16
	10



	2. Categories Referring to the Format of the Posts
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Link to the official website
	28
	19
	16
	20
	5
	26
	5
	6
	-
	-



	External link
	9
	5
	5
	8
	-
	7
	1
	2
	1
	-



	Own video
	20
	4
	1
	3
	3
	-
	-
	5
	2
	-



	External video
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Photo
	26
	4
	18
	7
	4
	5
	5
	18
	13
	10



	Share of associated pages
	-
	-
	-
	3
	-
	1
	1
	-
	-
	-



	Share of unassociated pages
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Gif
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Boomerang
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	3. Categories Refeering to Performance
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Medium nr. of posts/day for the 20 univ. analyzed
	2.76
	1.06
	1.33
	1.4
	0.4
	1.33
	0.4
	1.03
	0.53
	0.33



	Medium nr. of reactions/post (like, love, happy, sad)
	903, 07
	52.

34
	54. 97
	36.

65
	75.

83
	35.

97
	43.

41
	59.45
	97.56
	5.7



	Medium nr. of comments/post
	45.78
	19.25
	1.72
	1.29
	1.58
	0.7
	2.91
	1.80
	6.06
	-



	Medium nr. of shares/post
	72.19
	37.5
	3.55
	2.8
	3.5
	1.97
	3.25
	2.64
	6.25
	0.8



	Medium nr. of views/video post
	30,669
	3600
	864
	680.33
	1466.66
	-
	-
	1580
	3350
	-



	Medium nr. of page likes/of followers
	4307.154
	2337.442
	181.549
	73.647
	225.893
	96.143
	97.619
	99.144
	165.312
	43.811
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Table A3. Analysis on Facebook of the next 10 universities analyzed.
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	1. Categories Referring to the Type of Content
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU-

Den
	Aalto

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux
	ASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic

Iași
	Unit-

bv



	Information about COVID-19
	8
	1
	1
	-
	2
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-



	Information about vaccine
	1
	-
	-
	-
	2
	-
	-
	3
	-
	2



	Events
	3
	8
	3
	7
	1
	3
	7
	10
	9
	7



	University achievements
	1
	2
	1
	1
	-
	2
	3
	-
	1
	-



	Competitions
	-
	1
	5
	-
	1
	-
	1
	2
	3
	-



	Research
	5
	11
	4
	3
	4
	2
	3
	-
	-
	-



	Research about COVID-19
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Admission
	5
	1
	-
	1
	8
	1
	-
	-
	18
	2



	Community involvement
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	2
	1



	News and announcements
	11
	16
	3
	6
	2
	10
	5
	5
	4
	5



	Entertainment
	1
	2
	1
	2
	-
	-
	-
	2
	-
	4



	Students’ achievements
	1
	-
	1
	3
	-
	-
	3
	4
	1
	2



	Graduates’ achievements
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1



	Teachers’ achievements
	3
	-
	3
	2
	-
	3
	1
	2
	-
	-



	Connex institutions/spaces
	1
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	1
	-
	1



	Study/internship mobilities
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	1
	-



	Webinars
	2
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	1
	-



	Student counselling
	-
	-
	-
	2
	2
	-
	2
	1
	-
	-



	Academic conferences
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	2
	-



	Career guidance
	2
	2
	-
	2
	-
	-
	2
	-
	5
	6



	Posts about the city
	1
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	2
	-
	-



	Campus
	4
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Sustainability messages
	-
	9
	1
	7
	2
	-
	2
	-
	-
	-



	Students’ testimonials
	-
	-
	1
	2
	-
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Teachers’ testimonials
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Podcast
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Thank you messages
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Wishes
	2
	-
	-
	2
	-
	4
	1
	1
	2
	1



	Total of posts
	53
	60
	28
	39
	25
	30
	34
	33
	49
	32



	2. Categories Referring to the Format of the Posts
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU

Den.
	Aalto

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux.
	ASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic

Iași
	Unitbv



	Link to the official website
	-
	43
	6
	11
	11
	-
	11
	6
	4
	-



	External link
	-
	-
	-
	3
	-
	3
	1
	2
	2
	3



	Own video
	18
	5
	5
	5
	2
	-
	6
	6
	-
	1



	External video
	-
	
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Photo
	35
	12
	17
	19
	11
	14
	14
	7
	41
	19



	Share of associated pages
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	12
	2
	6
	-
	7



	Share of unassociated pages
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	6
	2
	2



	Gif
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Boomerang
	-
	
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	3. Categories Refeering to Performance
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU

Den
	Aalto

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux.
	ASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic

Iași
	Unitbv



	Medium nr. of posts/day for the 20 univ. analyzed
	1.76
	2
	0.93
	1.3
	0.83
	1
	1.13
	1.1
	1.63
	1.06



	Medium nr. of reactions/post (like, love, happy, sad)
	109.87
	99.5
	64
	20.17
	33.16
	155.83
	151.5
	58.90
	32.16
	72.09



	Medium nr. of comments/post
	6.18
	3
	2.42
	0.35
	4.44
	4.36
	5.41
	1.42
	1.93
	1.96



	Medium nr. of shares/post
	11.94
	10.46
	3.14
	1.33
	3.8
	14.43
	19.82
	7.36
	9.53
	9.5



	Medium nr. of views/video post
	3131.27
	2887.40
	2519
	293.80
	22.161
	1300
	2550
	1492.16
	-
	2300



	Medium nr. of page likes/of followers
	85.727
	104.009
	35.748
	56.869
	40.025
	38.566
	61.508
	96.425
	91.960
	36.265









Appendix C. The Analysis of the Activity on Instagram of the 20 Universities Analyzed




[image: Table] 





Table A4. Analysis on Instagram of the first 10 universities analyzed.
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	1. Categories Referring to the Type of Content
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Information about COVID-19
	3
	1
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	1



	Information about vaccine
	7
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Events
	1
	-
	1
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-



	University achievements
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	1
	-
	-



	Competitions
	1
	1
	2
	1
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	1



	Research
	6
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	1
	-
	-



	Research about COVID-19
	3
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Admission
	1
	-
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	3
	2
	-



	Community involvement
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	News and announcements
	14
	4
	-
	1
	-
	1
	-
	2
	-
	2



	Entertainment
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	4
	1
	-



	Students’ achievements
	-
	3
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1



	Graduates’ achievements
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-



	Teachers’ achievements
	-
	2
	-
	1
	-
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Connex institutions/spaces
	6
	9
	1
	-
	1
	-
	-
	2
	-
	3



	Study/internship mobilities
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Webinars
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Student counselling
	4
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	2
	1
	-



	Academic conferences
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-



	Career guidance
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Posts about the city
	4
	4
	1
	1
	-
	-
	-
	2
	2
	1



	Campus
	-
	-
	3
	-
	1
	3
	-
	10
	-
	1



	Sustainability messages
	3
	1
	-
	1
	-
	2
	2
	3
	-
	-



	Students’ testimonials
	2
	2
	5
	-
	-
	2
	-
	5
	9
	1



	Teachers’ testimonials
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-



	Podcast
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Thank you messages
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Wishes
	5
	-
	-
	-
	2
	2
	-
	1
	-
	1



	Total of posts
	62
	28
	15
	6
	4
	16
	6
	37
	15
	12



	2. Categories Referring to the Format of the Posts
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Link to the official website
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	External link
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Own video
	21
	1
	1
	1
	-
	1
	-
	13
	-
	3



	External video
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Photo
	41
	27
	14
	5
	4
	14
	6
	24
	15
	9



	Share of associated pages
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Share of unassociated pages
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Gif
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Boomerang
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-



	3. Categories Refeering to Performance
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Medium nr. of posts/day for the 20 univ. analyzed
	2.06
	0.93
	0.5
	0.2
	0.13
	0.53
	0.2
	1.23
	0.5
	0.4



	Medium nr. of reactions/post (like, love, happy, sad)
	6505.85
	11,689.96
	1271.26
	1545.16
	3552.50
	1934
	297.33
	722.86
	1064.46
	528



	Medium nr. of comments/post
	61.61
	82.39
	13.73
	45
	28
	5.75
	3.5
	15.18
	17.73
	2.33



	Medium nr. of shares/post
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Medium nr. of views/video post
	5173.6
	35,778
	6913
	6881
	-
	8184.5
	-
	5836.8
	-
	3224



	Medium nr. of page likes/of followers
	937k
	992k
	87.2k
	59.4k
	122k
	44.4k
	29.6k
	37.9k
	34.6k
	20.5k
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Table A5. Analysis on Instagram of the next 10 universities analyzed.
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	1. Categories Referring to the Type of Content
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU.

Den.
	Aalto.

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux.
	TASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic

Iași
	Unitbv



	Information about COVID-19
	-
	-
	-
	2
	-
	3
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Information about vaccine
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-



	Events
	1
	1
	4
	2
	-
	2
	-
	-
	-
	1



	University achievements
	1
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Competitions
	-
	-
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Research
	2
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Research about COVID-19
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Admission
	-
	-
	-
	3
	1
	1
	-
	-
	6
	-



	Community involvement
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-



	News and announcements
	1
	1
	-
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Entertainment
	-
	-
	1
	4
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Students’ achievements
	3
	-
	-
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1



	Graduates’ achievements
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Teachers’ achievements
	1
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Connex institutions/spaces
	2
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	3
	2
	-
	1



	Study/internship mobilities
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Webinars
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-



	Student counselling
	-
	-
	-
	3
	1
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-



	Academic conferences
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Career guidance
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Posts about the city
	1
	6
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Campus
	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Sustainability messages
	-
	2
	-
	6
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Students’ testimonials
	-
	-
	1
	3
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Teachers’ testimonials
	-
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Podcast
	-
	-
	-
	3
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Thank you messages
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Wishes
	1
	-
	-
	2
	-
	-
	-
	1
	1
	1



	Total of posts
	16
	12
	10
	37
	2
	6
	6
	4
	7
	4



	2. Categories Referring to the Format of the Posts
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU.

Den.
	Aalto

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux.
	ASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic

Iași
	Unitbv



	Link to the official website
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	External link
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Own video
	3
	-
	2
	11
	-
	1
	-
	1
	-
	-



	External video
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Photo
	13
	12
	7
	26
	2
	5
	6
	3
	7
	4



	Share of associated pages
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Share of unassociated pages
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Gif
	-
	-
	1
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Boomerang
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	3. Categories Refeering to Performance
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU.

Den.
	Aalto

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux.
	ASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic.

Iași
	Unitbv



	Medium nr. of posts/day for the 20 univ. analyzed
	0.53
	0.4
	0.33
	1.23
	0.06
	0.2
	0.2
	0.13
	0.23
	0.13



	Medium nr. of reactions/post (like, love, happy, sad)
	1527.81
	4698.38
	290.80
	29.97
	825.5
	74.16
	118.33
	531.75
	41.14
	159.75



	Medium nr. of comments/post
	11.06
	15.75
	2
	4.75
	27
	0
	0.06
	2
	0
	0



	Medium nr. of shares/post
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



	Medium nr. of views/video post
	5659
	-
	3207
	1927
	-
	151
	-
	463
	-
	-



	Medium nr. of page likes/of followers
	48.7k
	90.2k
	12.2k
	31.5k
	14k
	477
	5338
	7285
	3230
	3100
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Figure 1. Type of post format used by universities on Instagram and Facebook. 
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Figure 2. Engagement rate on Facebook and Instagram for the first 10 universities analyzed—normalized scores. 
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Figure 3. Engagement rate on Facebook and Instagram for the next 10 universities analyzed—normalized scores. 
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Table 1. Analysis of the activity on Facebook and Instagram for the 20 universities included in the research depending on the type of content.
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	1. Categories Referring to the Type of Content
	Total Posts on Facebook for the 20 Universities Analyzed
	Total Posts on Instagram for the 20 Universities Analyzed
	Total Posts Facebook + Instagram





	Information about COVID-19
	27 (3.85%)
	11 (3.6%)
	38 (3.78%)



	Information about vaccine
	24 (3.42%)
	10 (3.27%)
	34 (3.38%)



	Events
	74 (10.57%)
	14 (4.59%)
	88 (8.75%)



	University achievements
	17 (2.42%)
	4 (1.31%)
	21 (2.89%)



	Competitions
	22 (3.14%)
	9 (2.95%)
	31 (3.84%)



	Research
	80 (11.42%)
	11 (3.6%)
	91 (9.54%)



	Research about COVID-19
	10 (1.4%)
	3 (0.98%)
	13 (1.29%)



	Admission
	52 (7.42%)
	19 (6.22%)
	71 (7.06%)



	Community involvement
	5 (0.71%)
	1 (0.32%)
	6 (0.59%)



	News and announcements
	132 (18.85%)
	28 (9.18%)
	160 (15.92%)



	Entertainment
	13 (1.85%)
	11 (3.6%)
	24 (2.38%)



	Students’ achievements
	21 (3%)
	10 (3.27%)
	31 (3.08%)



	Graduates’ achievements
	6 (0.85%)
	2 (0.65%)
	8 (0.79%)



	Teachers’ achievements
	19 (2.71%)
	7 (2.29%)
	26 (2.58%)



	Connex institutions/spaces
	18 (2.57%)
	32 (10.49%)
	50 (4.97%)



	Study/internship mobilities
	3 (0.42%)
	0
	3 (0.29%)



	Webinars
	17 (2.42%)
	1 (0.32%)
	18 (1.79%)



	Student counselling
	14 (2%)
	13 (4.26%)
	27 (2.68%)



	Academic conferences
	7 (1%)
	2 (0.65%)
	9 (0.89%)



	Career guidance
	22 (3.14%)
	1 (0.32%)
	23 (2.28%)



	Posts about the city
	14 (2%)
	22 (7.21%)
	36 (3.58%)



	Campus
	11 (1.57%)
	20 (6.55%)
	31 (3.08%)



	Sustainability messages
	41 (5.85%)
	20 (6.55%)
	61 (6.06%)



	Students’ testimonials
	11 (1.57%)
	30 (9.83%)
	41 (4.07%)



	Teachers’ testimonials
	1 (0.14%)
	3 (0.98%)
	4 (0.39%)



	Podcast
	11 (1.57%)
	3 (0.98%)
	14 (1.3%)



	Thank you messages
	1 (0.14%)
	1 (0.32%)
	2 (0.19%)



	Wishes
	27 (3.85%)
	17 (5.5%)
	53 (5.27)



	Total
	700
	305
	1005
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Table 2. Analysis of the activity on Facebook and Instagram for the 20 universities included in the research depending on the type of format.
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	2. Categories Referring to the Format of the Posts
	Total Posts on Facebook for the 20 Universities Analyzed
	Total Posts on Instagram for the 20 Universities Analyzed
	Total Posts Facebook + Instagram





	Link to the official website
	217 (31%)
	-
	217 (21.59%)



	External link
	52 (7.42%)
	-
	52 (5.17%)



	Own video
	86 (12.28%)
	59 (19.34%)
	145 (14.42%)



	External video
	1 (0.14%)
	-
	1 (0.09%)



	Photo
	299 (42.71%)
	244 (80%)
	543 (54.02%)



	Share of associated pages
	33 (4.71%)
	-
	33 (3.28%)



	Share of unassociated pages
	12 (1.71%)
	-
	12 (1.19%)



	Gif
	-
	1 (0.32%)
	1 (0.09%)



	Boomerang
	-
	1 (0.32%)
	1 (0.09%)



	Total
	700
	305
	1005
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Table 3. Analysis of the activity on Facebook and Instagram for the 20 universities included in the research depending on the performance indicators.
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	3. Categories Referring to Performance
	Total Posts on Facebook for the 20 Universities Analyzed
	Total Posts on Instagram for the 20 Universities Analyzed
	Total Posts Facebook + Instagram





	Medium nr. of posts/day for the 20 univ. analyzed
	1.1 posts/day
	0.5 posts/day
	1.6 posts/day



	Medium nr. of reactions/post (like, love, happy, sad)
	131.55 reactions/post
	1870.44 appreciations/post
	2001.99 reactions/appreciations/posts



	Medium nr. of comments/post
	5.6 comments/post
	16.87 comments/post
	22.47 comments/post



	Medium nr. of shares/post
	11.28 shares/post
	-
	11.28 shares/post



	Medium nr. of views/video post
	4042.23 views/video post
	4169.89 views/video post
	8212.12 views/video posts



	Medium nr. of page likes/of followers
	413,740.8 page likes
	129,031.5 followers
	542,772.3 page likes/followers
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Table 4. The level of engagement on Facebook and Instagram for the first 10 universities analyzed.
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	Facebook
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Engagement
	0.019
	0.007
	0.013
	0.02
	0.004
	0.016
	0.006
	0.019
	0.010
	0.001



	Instagram
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Engagement
	0.43
	0.33
	0.22
	0.16
	0.11
	0.69
	0.06
	0.72
	0.46
	0.3
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Table 5. The level of engagement on Facebook and Instagram for the first 10 universities analyzed, multiplied by 100.
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	Facebook
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Engagement
	1.9
	0.7
	1.3
	2
	0.4
	1.6
	0.6
	1.9
	1
	0.1



	Instagram
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Engagement
	43
	33
	22
	16
	11
	69
	6
	72
	46
	30
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Table 6. The level of engagement on Facebook and Instagram for the next 10 universities analyzed.






Table 6. The level of engagement on Facebook and Instagram for the next 10 universities analyzed.





	Facebook
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU-

Den.
	Aalto

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux.
	ASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic

Iași
	Unitbv



	Engagement
	0.08
	0.06
	0.05
	0.014
	0.02
	0.13
	0.09
	0.02
	0.02
	0.07



	Instagram
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU-

Den.
	Aalto

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux.
	ASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic

Iași
	Unitbv



	Engagement
	0.5
	0.6
	0.24
	0.35
	0.12
	0.9
	0.13
	0.29
	0.08
	0.2
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Table 7. The level of engagement on Facebook and Instagram for the next 10 universities analyzed, multiplied by 100.






Table 7. The level of engagement on Facebook and Instagram for the next 10 universities analyzed, multiplied by 100.





	Facebook
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU-

Den.
	Aalto

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux.
	ASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic

Iași
	Unitbv



	Engagement
	8
	6
	5
	1.4
	2
	13
	9
	2
	2
	7



	Instagram
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU-

Den.
	Aalto

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux.
	ASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic

Iași
	Unitbv



	Engagement
	50
	60
	24
	35
	12
	90
	13
	29
	8
	20
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Table 8. The frequency of sustainability posts on Facebook and Instagram for the first 10 universities analyzed.






Table 8. The frequency of sustainability posts on Facebook and Instagram for the first 10 universities analyzed.





	Facebook
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Frequency of sustainability posts
	0.33
	-
	-
	0.04
	-
	0.15
	0.83
	0.12
	0.06
	-



	Instagram
	Univ.

Ox.
	Univ.

Cam.
	ICL
	ETH
	UCL
	TU

Mun.
	KU

Leuv.
	Wag.

Univ.
	Lund

Univ.
	UPF



	Frequency of sustainability posts
	0.04
	0.03
	-
	0.06
	-
	0.12
	0.12
	0.08
	-
	-
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Table 9. The frequency of sustainability posts on Facebook and Instagram for the next 10 universities analyzed.






Table 9. The frequency of sustainability posts on Facebook and Instagram for the next 10 universities analyzed.





	Facebook
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU-

Den.
	Aalto

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux.
	ASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic

Iași
	Unitbv



	Frequency of sustainability posts
	-
	0.15
	0.03
	0.17
	0.08
	-
	0.05
	-
	-
	-



	Instagram
	TCD
	Univ.

Bolog.
	TU-

Den.
	Aalto

Univ.
	Univ.

Lux.
	ASE
	UBB
	Uni-

Buc.
	Uaic

Iași
	Unitbv



	Frequency of sustainability posts
	-
	0.16
	-
	0.352
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
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