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Abstract 
In the last few years people changed from going online to being online. While being permanently 
connected, people’s behaviors and beliefs have been changing. Internet enabled new forms of 
production and consumption nurturing a new hybrid media ecology. Today, the new receiver (both 
producer and consumer) interacts with people, institutions and brands in new and diverse ways that 
were enabled by tools of social communication. Marketing also changed alongside this process. As 
Kotler, Kartajaya and Setiwan explain, Marketing 3.0 reflects the creative, participatory and global nature 
of the information society [1], by assuming the consumer as human being in a complex context. Higher 
Education Institutions (HEI) have been facing these challenges and incorporating social media tools in 
articulated communication strategies. Institutional communication and branding had already become 
major concerns to higher education ever since students were transformed into consumers. Today, in a 
highly competitive context, social media and social networking sites are key features in HEI’s online 
communication. On this study we focus on the Portuguese case and analyse the presence and 
dynamics of the use of digital tools, particularly Facebook, for institutional communication and branding 
of HEI. The empirical study analyses the HEI (N = 15) that compose the Council of Rectors of the 
Portuguese Universities, using quantitative and qualitative methods. From the “device-centric” 
perspective, datasets were extracted from university’s Facebook pages within a 6-month period (April - 
September 2018). The results suggest different profiles based on the type of content publication and 
that presence needs to be consistent with activity so that there can be higher visibility. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The transition of Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 was not mainly a technological shift. Its nature was far more 
contextual and behavioural, replacing the idea of going online for being online. Jenkins described the 
rise of this new convergence culture as a paradigm shift supported by media convergence, participatory 
culture and collective intelligence [2]. New practices led to a new hybrid media ecology where “a mix of 
top-down and bottom-up forces determine how material is shared across and among cultures in far more 
participatory (and messier ways)” [3]. With the end of the old mass media monopoly and the overcoming 
of former technical and economic barriers to the content creation, a new player emerged in the 
information ecosystem: the individual. Someone that is both a receiver and a producer, the so-called 
prosumer [4] [5] [6] or produser as labelled by Bruns [7]. Social networks exploded in this new 
participatory culture, changing the way people interact, communicate and consume information online 
[8] [9]. Hence, New social practices and relations based on collective intelligence, arise. 

The new hybrid ecology and the changing of people’s behaviours also posed unprecedented business 
challenges and opportunities. Addressing people’s needs in this new era characterized by what Romero-
Rodríguez, Casas-Moreno y Caldeiro-Pedreira [10] called infoxication, led to new forms of marketing. 
Content marketing started to deliver relevant content in a way that could actually be helpful, engaging 
and meaningful. Marketing stopped focusing exclusively in selling goods at the lowest prices through a 
“one-to-many” communication model (marketing 1.0). When the web turned into a social and dynamic 
space, marketing reflected these social and technical changes. Marketing 3.0 assumed that the 
consumer was active, participative and that relationships could be established in a “one-to-one” model. 
Kotler, Kartajaya and Setiwan explain that Marketing 3.0 is the axis between “the era of participation, 
the era of the paradox of globalisation and the era of the creative society” [1]. Nowadays, marketing is 
not exclusively directed at anonymous and average consumers. With all of its pros and cons the global 
mass market created by the internet allows tailoring and profiling - the individual consumer [11].  
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Marketing became a major concern for High Education Institutions (HEI) for quite some time [12]. 
Differentiation is crucial especially since education stopped being considered just as a “public good” and 
market forces permeated the education sector. In a highly competitive sector, many HEI started to see 
the student as a customer [13]. As Molesworth, Nixon and Scullion explain, “considering HE as a market 
addressing consumer ‘needs’ (rather than a public good addressing learners’ needs), we turn our 
attention away from discussions of ‘good’ teaching and towards analysis of consumer culture” [14]. 
However, choosing a HEI is not as simple as choosing consumer goods. There is no possibility of trying 
it in advance and it is a relatively long and generally expensive commitment. Both symbolic and 
pragmatic reasons can be found when choosing a specific degree instead of others. Education is an 
“abstract, intangible, non-material and relational experience” [13]. Students make a choice as if they 
were making an investment both on a status and on their own future competencies. 

Today, Internet became central in this process, it’s a “key source of information for prospective students” 
[15]. Hence, following the previously described tendencies, HEI have been using social media as way 
to convey the university’s brand and reputation, and the symbolic value of their degrees in an engaging 
way that fosters proximity and turns an intangible product into a concrete and personal experience. 

Therefore, the main goal of this paper is to analyse the presence of HEI in social media and particularly 
how Facebook is used in institutional communication. Departing from our research question: “how do 
HEI use Facebook for institutional communication and digital branding?”, the empirical study was 
developed to evaluate the presence, activity and visibility of the universities that compose the Council 
of Rectors of the Portuguese Universities. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The goal of this empirical study is to understand how social media, particularly Facebook, is used for 
institutional communication for academic purposes. We analyze the HEI (N = 15) that compose the 
Council of Rectors of the Portuguese Universities: comprising all public universities [New University of 
Lisbon (UNL), Open University (UAB), University Institute of Lisbon (ISCTE), University of Açores 
(UAC), University of Algarve (UALG), University of Aveiro (UA), University of Beira Interior (UBI), 
University of Coimbra (UC), University of Évora (UE), University of Lisbon (UL), University of Porto (UP), 
University of Madeira (UMA), University of Minho (UM), University of Trás-os-Montes and Alto Douro 
(UTAD) and the Portuguese Catholic University (UCP). Abbreviations reflect the Portuguese 
designations. 

From the “device-centric” perspective, datasets were extracted from university pages on Facebook 
within a 6-month period (April - September 2018). The empirical study is supported in the framework of 
digital methods within the medium-specific approach [16]. The datasets were extracted on February 22 
and March 2 through the Netvizz application.  

3 RESULTS 
The presence of the HEI on Facebook was evaluated through content, visibility and interactivity metrics 
and the respective indicators [17] [18] [19], as shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Indicators. 

Content Visibility Interactivity 

Activity Number of fans Engagement 

Content format Applause Amplification 

The activity was analysed from the frequency of posting and content format during the period of analysis. 
As Table 2 shows, nine of the HEI have an average of more than one post per day. UNL, UAB, ISCTE, 
UAC, UE and UL highlighted by the low level of publication. The most published contents are links and 
photos, representing 57.84% of the posts of all the HEI analysed. 
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Table 2. Content: activity and content format. 

 Number of 
posts (N) 

Frequency of publication 
(avg) 

Video 
(N) 

Link 
(N) 

Photo 
(N) 

Status 
(N) 

UNL 128 0,7 7 84 37 0 

UAB 114 0,63 2 8 104 0 

ISCTE 58 0,32 9 23 22 4 

UAC 65 0,36 0 1 69 0 

UALG 285 1,57 32 205 46 2 

UA 270 1,48 98 128 43 1 

UBI 256 1,41 22 103 130 1 

UC 328 1,8 58 218 52 0 

UCP 258 1,42 5 62 191 0 

UE 131 0,72 25 9 97 0 

UL 125 0,69 13 45 67 0 

UP 296 1,63 49 174 71 2 

UMA 259 1,42 133 4 112 10 

UM 186 1,02 86 38 61 1 

UTAD 289 1,59 32 164 93 0 

Visibility is measured by the number of fans and applause metrics - likes and comments in posts. The 
results show that universities with more students are the ones with the highest visibility. However, this 
rule does not apply to the University of Lisbon which has fewer fans than students. It is precisely the 
opposite of the small universities, which had fewer students and a significative number of fans. 

Table 3. Visibility: number of fans and applause on Facebook. 

 Page likes 
(N) 

Applause 
(avg.) 

Students 
(N) 

UNL 21255 19,7 20077 

UAB 131496 1595,3 7000 

ISCTE 49455 52,4 8868 

UAC 3183 35,6 2696 

UALG 39888 32,5 9708 

UA 86838 106,5 13675 

UBI 52304 63,7 7262 

UC 136149 74,3 23799 

UCP 15873 7,6 14081 

UE 26511 40,9 6893 

UL 39933 38,2 49769 

UP 145528 189,9 29718 

UMA 7446 7,3 3389 

UM 87521 166,3 18600 

UTAD 28317 21 6651 
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Interactivity can be interpreted as the ‘conversion’ of the content [19]. Engagement reflects likes, 
comments and shares. Amplification allows to analyze the spread of content through shares.  

Table 4. Interactivity: engagement and amplification on Facebook. 

 Engagement (%) Amplification (avg.) 

UNL 16% 3,67 

UAB 140% 4,30 

ISCTE 8% 3,95 

UAC 110% 1,77 

UALG 38% 26,63 

UA 48% 9,45 

UBI 42% 58,46 

UC 25% 25,65 

UCP 15% 42,32 

UE 28% 1,75 

UL 16% 9,26 

UP 49% 31,93 

UMA 36% 47,73 

UM 45% 6,38 

UTAD 31% 12,88 

Table 4 shows that level of engagement of smaller universities is higher than in larger HEI. University 
of Aveiro, University of Coimbra and University of Porto have greater amplification. However, given the 
frequency of publication, the numbers can be considered average.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The paper aimed to analyse the presence of HEI on Facebook, in order to answer the research question: 
“how do HEI use Facebook for institutional communication and digital branding?”. Through the analysis 
of the metrics activity, visibility and interactivity of Facebook pages it was possible to verify a consistent 
presence of the HEI in the social network platform.  

The results allow inferring that the higher the activity, the higher the level of visibility of the brand. As 
image mobilises engagement and amplification, the most shared contents are photos. Videos and links 
generate interaction and more 'applause'. The results also show that through the publication of different 
types of content ('activity'), the HEI use Facebook institutional communication and digital branding 
primarily. However, the levels of amplification and engagement are lower than what can be expected 
from a tool for institutional communication. Future studies will focus on the qualitative analysis of content 
to gauge the type of messages published, framing it in the metrics of 'visibility' and 'interactivity'. 
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