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Introduction

Over the last few years, the higher education sector has experienced accelerated market changes, 
which has led to the development of numerous customer-driven marketing strategies as well as recruitment 
processes. These changes primarily occur thanks to the millennial generation, who know and use the 
internet very well (Hesel and Williams, 2009) demonstrating a strong need and desire to connect with 
other people and cooperate with them (Lindbeck and Fodrey, 2010). Smith (2011) as well as Milićević, 
Petrović, and Đorđević, (2020) state that the competitiveness of higher education institution should derive 
from the opportunities students have to access all the information they need very quickly and easily. 

Kaplan and Mazurek (2018) define social media as a group of Internet-based applications that allow 
the users to exchange the content and to participate in interactive communication. Social media provide a 
very easy way for organizations to connect with the existing and future clients, as well as other interested 
stakeholders (Nyangau and Bado, 2012; Minocha, 2009). Social media are especially important marketing 
tools for higher education institutions (HEI) (Constantinides and Zinck Stagno, 2011). Higher education 
institutions mostly use the following social media: social networks (such as Facebook and Instagram), web 
platforms for online video sharing (such as YouTube and Snapchat), blogs (like Twitter), business-oriented 
online services (such as LinkedIn), Internet forums, etc. (Mazurek, Korzyński and Górska, 2019). In 
particular social media are becoming very important for students (Tezer, et al., 2017). Eldegwy, Elsharnouby 
and Kortam (2018) state that social media enable interactive communication between students, as well 
as between the students and the employees of higher education institutions, which overall contributes to 
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their positive experience during studies. For example, existing university students share information and 
their experiences about studying in social media platforms, which may contribute significantly to new 
students (De Silva and Rossi, 2018). Facebook is the example of the social network that is most accepted 
by students as it provides them with easy and fast communication with the higher education institution 
(Roblyer et al., 2010).

Numerous authors define the organizational image in different ways. According to Küçüksüleymanoğlu 
(2015) organizational image is the sum of thoughts and perceptions created in the minds of key 
stakeholders about the organization and its constitutive elements. Organizational image refers to people’s 
impressions of an organization and is defined as people’s loose structures of knowledge and beliefs about 
an organization (Lievens, 2017). Van Riel and Fombrun (2007) state that organizational image comprises 
of all the interpretations the stakeholders make about an organization. Image is an immediate stakeholder 
perception founded on impressions toward the organization (Heding et al., 2009; Huang and Lien, 2012). 
In general, the definitions of organizational image take into consideration a cognitive element based on 
the group of perceived beliefs or attributes of the organization (Pérez and Torres, 2017).

In scientific publications, one can find research by numerous authors regarding the organizational 
image of higher education institutions. Organizational image of a higher education institution is a perceived 
image that the public has toward the institution according to their interests and personal experiences 
(Nguyen and LeBlanc, 2001). Organizational image is an important issue for many higher education 
institutions due to the competitive environment that conditions a significantly higher level of service quality 
(Pérez and Torres, 2017). It is an important factor to attract and retain the best domestic and foreign 
students and prestigious professors (Drydakis, 2015; Faham et al., 2017; Kheiry et al., 2012; Polat, 2011). 
In other words, the institutional image has a direct impact on students’ value perception, satisfaction and 
loyalty and it is a very important tool to attract new students (Brown and Mazzarol, 2009; Elsharnouby, 
2015). 

To create a successful image of a higher education institution, it is very important to consult the key 
stakeholders, and accordingly choose the most appropriate communication strategy (Küçüksüleymanoğlu, 
2015). Numerous authors in their research have analyzed relationships among student’s perception and 
image of higher education institutions (Alves and Raposo, 2010; Pampaloni, 2010; Sung and Yang, 2008). 
Küçüksüleymanoğlu (2015) states that the students’ perceptions of the image of the faculty depend on 
their gender, their socio-cultural activities and their achievements during studies. The results of the 
research conducted at Australian universities show that the image of the faculty is of great importance for 
the students, regardless of the students’ age (Brown and Mazzarol, 2009).

Institutional image is usually created as the result of the interplay between two elements, as 
an integration of the information presented by the higher education institution and the communication 
instruments (Mackelo and Drūteikienė, 2010). Some researchers indicate that the organizational image of 
a higher education institution consists of a great number of factors, such as: previous reputation, facilities, 
courses popularity, atmosphere, tuition fees, professors, theoretical–practical approach, communication 
between students and professors, number of students and marketing efforts in the online environment 
(Fransen and Van Rompay, 2011; Galiniené et al. 2009; Štefko et al., 2015). 

According to Simoes and Soares (2010) the Internet has significantly changed the way students 
obtain information about higher education institutions. Communication becomes more virtual, digital, 
online, but its purpose remains the same (Garabinović, 2019). Online environment offers higher education 
institutions various marketing strategies that facilitate the placement of a lot of information and enable 
two-way communication with the existing and future students (Alexa, Alexa, and Stoica, 2012). A well-
designed institution’s website leads to a positive perception toward the higher education institution, i.e., 
becomes a dynamic marketing tool to attract students (Foroudi et al., 2019).

The main objective of the study is to determine students’ perception towards the image of the 
faculty on social networks. Also, this paper examined their attitudes and experience regarding faculty 
social media strategy. Beside this, in the research focus, is impact of social networks on recruiting new 
students and comparison of faculty usage of traditional communication with a communication trough 
social network. 

Literature review

In the last few years higher education (booth vocational and academic ones) has become one 
of the fastest-growing service sectors (Alwi and Kitchen, 2014) which has contributed to the spread of 
knowledge and the development of society (Council of Europe, 2019). This trend is followed by more usage 
of social networks for reaching out new students as well as by dominating digital marketing strategies 
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over traditional ones (Bamberger, Bronshtein, and Yemini, 2020). Benefits that these networks offer are 
numerous. First of all, lower expenditures of promotion, high effectiveness in communication and reaching 
audience, institution comparison based on their online image, a large number of users, interactivity, 
adaptiveness and availability (Bednar, 2013; Kelleher and Sweetser, 2012; Kumar and Nanda, 2019; 
Kumar and Nanda, 2020; Manca and Ranieri, 2016). Social networks made new relationships with future 
and existing students, throughout fostering their engagements through likes, comments, and shares of 
a post (Bamberger, Bronshtein and Yemini, 2020; Brech et al. 2017; Kelly, Kerr, and Drennan, 2010; 
Pucciarelli and Kaplan, 2016). Designing scalable learning system based on student preferences is the 
future of HEI’s (Kuzmanovic et al. 2019).

Barnes and Matson (2010) investigated usage of social media in U.S. higher education and they 
found that the most popular is Facebook, which they use for attracting students, while Twitter was on the 
second place. Slover-Linett and Stoner (2011) analysed data collected from 1,000 universities worldwide, 
and concluded that most institutions used Facebook (94%), on the second place were Twitter, LinkedIn, 
and/or YouTube. Kuzma and Wright (2013) explored usage of social networks among 90 universities 
in Africa, Asia and Europe, where results indicate Facebook and LinkedIn are the most represented in 
all locations, especially Facebook with 77% to 94% usage for marketing purpose, while others (Twitter, 
MySpace and YouTube) vary in different countries. Most of the universities are using predominantly global 
social networks except in China, where the market is dominated by local ones. Beside growing number 
of networks, Peruta and Shields (2018), consider that Facebook is still the most powerful tool that can 
provide significant return on HE marketing investment through user generated content posted at right 
time. Research study of state faculties in Serbia and their visibility on social media has shown that they 
do not have clear social media strategy and that Facebook is the most often used channel (Stević, Vujičić, 
and Lalić, 2017). The latest investigation of Serbian HEI, has also shown the lack of usage of LinkedIn and 
Twitter, which may indicate that not all faculties have accounts on these networks (Vukić and Vukić, 2019). 

Beside their primary function such as communication, social networks can be a very powerful tool 
for teaching and learning purposes (Dyson et al., 2015; Ivanović et al., 2018; Kumar and Nanda, 2020; 
Radovanović, Hogan, and Lalić, 2015; Tess, 2013). In this respect, they foster creativity, discussions, peer 
learning, new learning experience, constructive feedback (Kumar and Nanda, 2020) and play a vital role 
in lifelong learning (Duggan et al., 2015). Social networks throughout digital lecture provide opportunities 
of unlimited access to extensive resources of knowledge (Powers et al., 2012), development of distance 
learning and open educational resources (McDougall, Readman, and Wilkinson, 2012). This way of 
interaction, allows students to feel more connected with university and their colleagues, with tendency to 
become alumni who will create a strong ecosystem.

Quality HEI’s services have a positive impact on students’ satisfaction, which will affect their 
profitability (Duque, 2014). Therefore, it is very important to create an adequate brand image on social 
networks that will reflect all values that they offer. Furthermore, with an adequate image, it is much easier 
to attract international students and key stakeholders (Pucciarelli and Kaplan, 2016). This conclusion 
complements Merrill (2011) who states that the use of social networks improves promotion of institution, 
distribution of information, recognition of their brand, engagement of potential students, and valuable 
metrics and competitor practices. An adequate promotion of university brand on social networks can 
positively affect students’ decision-making process (Huynh and Nguyen, 2015) and also determine 
identities of all stakeholders such as prospective students, current students, graduates, and companies 
(Lafuente Ruiz de Sabando, Forcada Sainz, and Zorrilla Calvo, 2018). It is very important that students 
actively participate in the value creation process for brand image and reputation, as they have a more 
positive attitude toward the university and are more satisfied with their customer journey which brings 
more attachment to the university (Foroudi et al., 2019). Study conducted by Vogler (2020) shows that 
despite the crisis in journalism, news media provide credible knowledge and social media represent 
trustable sources for independent information about science. 

We can retrieve few conclusions from previous literature review. Most of the researches have 
focused on aspects such as: learning and teaching possibilities through social networks; social media 
strategies, university brand image on social media and students’ satisfaction. Moreover, it can be 
concluded that HEIs marketing and recruiting strategy cannot be imagined without social networks, 
especially Facebook, which is the most popular among students from all over the world. In addition to 
promotion, social networks enhance university prestige and status, which particularly affects international 
students, whose attraction can increase profitability. However, the main conclusion is, that there is lack of 
knowledge about how HEI’s image on social media affects students’ interest for enrolment, and authors 
found no previous research study regarding students’ perception of HEI image on social networks in 
Serbia. Therefore, the results of this study provide a better insight into what affects the perception of the 
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image of the faculty on social networks and it can be used for making the image of the faculty better. 

Materials and Methods

An empirical study was conducted to explore the students’ perception of faculty image on social 
networks, as well as their experience and attitudes toward faculty social media strategy. The study sample 
consisted of students who studied hotel management and tourism courses at the University of Belgrade 
and the University of Novi Sad, which included four faculties. The main research instrument in this study 
was an online questionnaire, which was distributed through faculties’ Facebook groups during summer 
semester of the 2019/20 academic year. 

The questionnaire was organized in three sections. The first section covered questions related to 
the demographics of the respondents. The second section was related to their experience and attitudes 
towards the faculty social media strategy. Statements regarding students’ perceptions of the faculty image 
on social networks were included in the third section. Students evaluated statements on a five-point Likert 
scale, where 1 stands for “strongly disagree”, while 5 stands for “strongly agree”. The research plan was 
adopted from the previous study of the impact of social networks on the recruitment of college students 
conducted by Vukić and Vukić (2019), but this study provides more detailed insight into the significance of 
social networks for creating positive image of HEI. 

Quantitative research methods were applied and data analysis was done using IBM SPSS 25.0 
for Windows software. Descriptive statistics was used for computing mean and standard deviation of all 
items. Mann-Whitney U Test was used, in order to test the equality of Mean Rank in two independent 
samples. Spearman’s Rho was used in order to measure the strength of correlation between two 
variables that did not have a normal distribution. Kruskal-Wallis H Test was applied. In order to obtain 
statistically significant evidence, that there is a difference in Mean Rank between more than two groups 
of independent variables. Chrombach Alpha reliability test was used to check the internal consistency of 
the statements used for measuring summed scale of perception. These non-parametric analyses were 
conducted, because Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p < 0.01) showed that criteria for normally distributed data were 
not met. The results of the study should answer questions such as: 1) What are students’ experience 
and attitudes toward faculty social media strategy; 2) What is students’ perception about the image of 
the faculty on social networks; 3) Is there a correlation between the faculty image on social networks and 
attraction of new students; 4) Are there statistical differences in students’ perception about the image of 
the faculty across their different characteristics e.g. sex, year of the study, content which they pay the 
most attention to when they visit a faculty’s profile. 
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Results and Discussion

A total of 270 students completed the questionnaire. Demographic data show that the number of 
female respondents was slightly higher than the number of male respondents. The average age of the 
respondents was 22.18 (SD = 2.27) while average grade during studies of the students from the sample 
was 8.17 (SD = 0.62). More detailed information about demographics of the sample is shown in Table 1.

Table 1
Sample characteristics

Regarding the way of obtaining information when enrolling in faculty, the students mostly made use 
of word-of-mouth propaganda (41.1%), followed by personal visits to the faculty (24.1%), the third source 
of information being their high-school teachers (13.7%), the fourth social networks (12.6%), whereas they 
were least informed through the visits of the faculty representatives (5.2%) or propaganda in the media 
(TV, radio, magazines, newspapers). Insufficient use of social networks for obtaining information could 
indicates that faculties’ social media profiles don’t give enough real time information about enrolment. 
Prospective students are easily bored searchers, that’s why faculties will need to transition from traditional 
communication to content that is visually appealing and psychologically intrigues. Sharing stories could 
make stronger connections with the faculty, and help students in decision making process. Live features 
could engage current and potential customers by sharing faculty events in real-time, which can bring them 
a real sense of what student’s life is like from a student’s point of view. Good social media strategy gives 
new opportunities for faculties and even brought personality back into a digital world. However, all this, 
open research gap for additional examination of such a poor rating of social network. 

The respondents think that the most important social network in terms of attracting new students is 
Facebook (mean = 3.84), followed by Instagram (mean= 3.64), whereas the less important are LinkedIn 
(mean = 2.31) and Twitter (mean = 2.16). Such a small significance of LinkedIn and Twitter may be an 
indicator of the infrequent use of these social networks, which should be further investigated. 

The results have shown that a vast majority of students follow their faculties on social networks 
(81.1%) whereas only 18.9 % do not. This finding leaves plenty of opportunities for faculties in Serbia 
to exploit the potential of social networks and apply a new branding concept, which will positively affect 
their reputation and consequently make it easier for the students to differentiate between competitors. 
However, the faculties follow a very small number of students (24.1%); that way, the faculties are missing 
the information on the contents students post and the ones they react to, thus losing the most important 
purpose of social networks – interactivity.

Students check the faculties’ social network profiles mostly in order to get informed (96.3%), very 
few of them for educational purposes (0.7%) and for fun 3%. Such information may indicate that other 
contents are posted to a lesser extent, and therefore it is important to check their preferences towards 
the contents they would like to see. However, in order for the faculties to have diverse content on social 
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networks, the faculty itself has to reshape its own business model in terms of offering new educational 
package that will be developed together with the students and stakeholders, creating new values.

The source of information most trusted by the students when it comes to notification during their 
studies is the official website (80.4%), as expected; their professors come in second (8.1%), fellow 
students third (7%), faculty profile on social networks fourth (2.6%), whereas other sources come in last 
(1.9%). This may indicate the fact that the notifications on social networks are not regularly updated, or 
that they are considerably late in doing so compared to the website, so it is safe to say that the faculty do 
not have a clear social media strategy.

As for the students’ perception related to the contents on the social networks of the faculty, most of 
them pay the most attention to the text (68.1%), half as many to the picture (30.7%), and the least of them 
pay attention to the video (1.1%).

Students’ perception of faculty image on social networks

Except from the students’ experience and attitudes towards the faculties’ social media strategy, 
this study investigated students’ perception of faculty image on social networks. For this purpose, a new 
summary scale was designed, consisting of individual items of students’ attitudes towards the image on 
social media. The theoretical range of the scale ranges from 1 (denoting the perception that the faculty 
image on social networks is not satisfactorily) to 5 (image of the faculty on social networks is highly 
satisfactory), whereas the empirical ranges from 1.11 to 5 (Table 2). The average value of the students’ 
responses on the summary scale is 3.12 (SD=0.82), showing that the students consider the image of the 
faculty on social networks not indeed satisfactory. The distribution of the students’ responses in Table 
3 statistically significantly deviates from normal (p < 0.01); therefore, for the analysis of the students’ 
perception of faculty image on social media, non-parametrical tests shall be applied (Spearman’s rank 
correlation coefficient, Mann-Whitney and Kruskal-Wallis test). The new summary scale of faculty image 
on social networks indicates a satisfactory level of reliability (Cronbach’s Alpha> 0.7), which can be seen 
in Table 2. All further analysis is conducted with summarized scale.

Table 2
Reliability of summary scale of faculty image on social networks

The summary scale of the image consisted of the responses expressed through the level of 
agreement with the nine statements, such as: 1. quality of enrolment information on faculty social media 
profile is very high; 2. image of faculty on social networks can have positive impact on my employment; 
3. social media profile of my faculty is interesting; 4. faculty social network profile offers high quality 
information about current information necessary for students; 5. social network accounts give enough 
information about internship opportunities; 6. social network accounts offer educational content; 7. 
social network accounts give detailed information about the enrolment of new candidates; 8. professors 
should use more social network for communication with students; 9. social networks have advantages in 
communication with students in comparison to traditional ways of communication.

It can be seen in Table 3 that the students expressed the highest degree of agreement with the 
statement that the profile of their faculty on social networks provides detailed information on the enrolment 
of new candidates; on the other hand, they least agreed with the statement that the communication with 
students through social networks should have an advantage over traditional means of communication. 
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Table 3
Students’ attitudes towards the faculty image on social networks

Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient (Table 4) showed a statistically significant positive 
correlation between the faculty image on social networks and attracting new students through them. 
The more positive the image on social networks, the greater the number of students who are interested 
in enrolling in faculty. The positive image of the faculty on Facebook (0.44, p<0.01) is mostly related to 
attracting students, somewhat less is related with Instagram (0.33, p<0.01) and Twitter (0.26, p<0.01), 
and much less with LinkedIn (0.12, p=0.05). 

Table 4
The correlation between the faculty’s image, students’ age, positive impact of social networks on 

re-cruiting new students and perception of the importance of a different social network

Positive correlation was also found between age and perception of attracting new students via 
LinkedIn (0.32, p <0.05), i.e., older students consider LinkedIn important for attracting new students, 
which may indicate that these are mostly respondents who are employed, which is why they consider 
this network attractive. The perception of the importance of other networks for student enrolment was 
not related to the age of the respondents (p> 0.01). There is a statistically significant connection between 
promotional activities on social networks and the attracting of new students. Namely, more intensive 
campaigns on Facebook (0.49, p <0.01) and Instagram (0.31, p <0.01) are associated with greater interest 
in enrolment, while higher promotional activities on LinkedIn (0.26, p <0.01) and Twitter (0.23, p <0.01) 
affect students but to a lesser extent.

Statistically significant correlation was not obtained between the faculty image and the age of 
respondents (0.03, p>0.05) and between image and the average grade (-0.04, p>0.05). The Average 
grade does not show a statistically significant correlation with the attitude that promotion on social networks 
positively impact recruiting students (0.01, p>0.05), or with the perception of the significance different 
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social networks (Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn and Twitter) for recruiting new students (p>0.05).
Mann-Whitney U Test results confirmed statistically significant differences in the level of faculty 

image perception on social networks between the students who follow the faculty accounts and those who 
do not (3882.000, p<0.01), and between students who are followed by the faculty accounts and those who 
are not (5281.000, p<0.01) as shown in Table 5. Students who followed their faculty on social networks 
and those who are followed back, perceived faculty image more positively than the other one.

Mann-Whitney U Test indicates no significant difference in the level of expression of a positive image 
of the faculty on social networks, between the male and female students (9092.500, p>0.05). Results of 
Kruskal Wallis Test (8.400, p>0.05) suggest no significant difference in perceived image between students 
of different year of study (8.400, p>0.05) and depends on the content they pay the most attention to, 
when they visit a social network profile (picture, text, video) (0.765, p>0.05). Also, same test suggests no 
significant difference in perceived image depends on purpose of checking the profile of the faculty (3.836, 
p>0.05); the way they obtained information on the faculty they enrolled in (3.297, p>0.05) and the most 
trusted source they used to obtain information on the faculty (4,635, p>0.05).

Table 5
Students’ faculty image perception depending on whether they are following faculty account, and 

whether they are followed back on social networks

Conclusions

The study aimed to investigate how students perceive the image of their faculty on social networks, 
but also to analyse their experience and attitudes towards faculty’s social media strategy. Trough empirical 
research we gathered information which can contribute HEI in creating adequate communication strategy 
with prospective and current students. Also, based on results it is possible to make interactive brand, 
which will facilitate a students’ journey towards pursuing a graduate degree. Creating content based on 
the students’ needs it is possible to turn social networks into search engines which will answer all the 
necessary questions, from looking for financial costs and career opportunities, to faculty projects. 

Much research has been done on usage of social networks in HEI, but most of these studies have 
addressed the topics such as learning and teaching possibilities, impact of HEI brand image on students’ 
satisfaction, and decision-making process (Duque, 2014; Kuzma and Wright, 2013; Kumar and Nanda, 
2020; Pucciarelli and Kaplan, 2016). Despite large scope of papers, there is lack of knowledge about how 
HEI’s image on social media affects students’ interest for enrolment.

The results of this study have shown that students primarily pay attention to the text, when it comes 
to HEI social network profiles. Such results can be considered logical, as the primary purpose of faculty 
social network profile is informative communication. However, in order to create a recognizable image, it 
is also important to make use of transformative communication implying the values offered to students, 
and therefore the institutions of higher education must carefully design various contents, as the stimuli 
such as text in an advertising message require more attention to be understood than a picture or a video. 
Due to the rapid adaptation to one type of stimuli, in order to attract the attention of current as well as 
potential students and other stakeholders, it is necessary to use other means of gaining attention such as 
colours, sounds, videos or various types of novelties, so that it could be managed. That way, it is possible 
to create an advertising message that contains essential information but at the same time manages to get 
students spend more time on social network profile of the faculty, in order to convey to them clearly the 
values they are offered. 

When it comes to the enrolment information, research result showed that sources of the greatest 
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credibility are friends, acquaintances, forums, i.e., all those who are not paid to promote the college. Visits 
to the faculty instil great confidence during enrolment, due to the expertise i.e., professional knowledge 
of the professors or members of staff with whom students communicate. Social networks and media are 
the least likable sources in these situations, and therefore the focus should be on the development of 
ideas and creative strategies of communication that will help a better positioning of the faculty relative to 
competitors in virtual space. 

Exploring the perception of the faculty’s image on social networks, findings showed that the 
respondents think that Facebook and Instagram have the greatest influence on a positive image. This is in 
line with the findings of Slover-Linett and Stoner (2011) as well as Peruta and Shields (2018). Therefore, 
the promotional activities should be directed towards these networks. It was discovered that the perception 
of the faculties on social networks does not depend on the gender, year of study, the content students 
visited on social media profile or the way of obtaining information about enrolment. 

The positive image is rather related to whether the students follow the faculty’s social media profiles 
and whether they are followed back. This can only indicate that the students place great value on social 
networks i.e., that the social networks are important to them, which should be further examined.

This paper makes a number of contributions, but the most significant ones are: 
• Research about students’ perception and attitudes toward HEI image on social networks is 

extended and the body of knowledge how digital faculty brand image can attract prospective students is 
enriched.

• Students’ perception and attitudes toward faculty social media profile were identified. 
• A new social media strategy is proposed according obtained results.
This study has certain limitation. First limitation is that sample doesn’t include private faculties 

which social media strategy could be quite different from our sample. The second limitation is the reliance 
on respondents who studied hotel management and tourism courses when making conclusion about 
the image of faculty on social networks. Also, students of higher vocational schools are not surveyed, 
so we can’t compare their image perception with academic one. And the last one, is the fact that survey 
is conducted in Republic of Serbia, so the results could be specific to this territory only. Future research 
could focus on the collection of more diversification of respondents by their fields of education, countries 
and ownership structure.
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