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Abstract: Higher education institutions are increasingly using social media as a platform of

communication with students, faculty, other institutions and the public. Based on the move-

ment of most universities actively engaging in having a presence on social media, we were

interested in analyzing which faculty or school, in the same university, has the most active

followship online and generates the most social media impact.
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Our everyday lives are surrounded by social media tools. Social media has created new

ways to communicate and interact with each other. A social media user can communicate

with other individuals such as politicians or artists, or they can reach institutional users

such as government agencies or schools. An individual can often find a wide audience

with whom to communicate his or her views. Higher education institutions are increas-

ingly using social media as a platform of communication with students, parents, faculty,

other institutions and the public.1 In fact, a survey of 175 higher education institutions in

the United States, Australia, Canada and New Zealand in 2008 showed that 10 years ago

institutions already viewed participation in social media as no longer optional.2 Twitter, in

particular, is of great interest in education,3,4 and its use has been increasing exponentially

in the past few years.5 Briefly, Twitter is a social media platform where users can

communicate through short messages (currently up to 280 characters) called “tweets”.

Users can also “follow” other users on Twitter, which allows them to receive notifications

of their tweets and generally indicates an interest in the information and messages

communicated by the user of the followed account. In 2014, Times Higher Education

published a ranking of universities based on their overall influence on Twitter.6 Other

researchers looked at network models of “world-class” universities on Twitter7 and

characterized the use of Twitter in Australian universities.8 Particularly, Palmer8 reported

that in Australia, nearly all universities advertised a link to their Twitter accounts on their

Internet home pages. Undoubtedly, Twitter is being employed as a popular communica-

tion service byhigher education institutions around theworld.Based on thesefindings and

current trends of universities actively engaging in having a presence on Twitter, we were

interested in seeing whether any differences or trends existed between the accounts of

faculties in higher education institutions, rather than between institutions.

We looked at the top 50 universities according to the Quacquarelli Symonds’ (QS)

“World University Rankings in 2018” and included all universities that had more than

four faculties with Twitter accounts. Figure 1 shows the process of inclusion and exclu-

sion of universities in this assessment. Universities in China were excluded due to the
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limited use of Twitter. Among the top 50 universities ranked by

QS world rankings, 33 universities met our criteria. We have

also included the institution where authors are based in for

comparison. The list of included and excluded universities in

this assessment is shown in Appendix 1. After establishing

which universities to include, we searchedGoogle, Twitter and

individual university websites and faculty pages to look for

schools and faculties Twitter accounts. The assessment

revealed that 34 universities out of 50 had more than four

schools or faculties with individual Twitter accounts. Then,

among those 34 universities, we looked at the number of

followers of each faculty’s Twitter account, in order to identify

influential schools.9 For the purpose of this assessment, we

classified these schools into eight categories: Faculty of Arts

(includesHumanities and Journalism), Faculty of Law, Faculty

of Education, Faculty of Health Sciences (includes Medicine,

Dentistry, and Public Health), Faculty of Sciences, Faculty of

Social Sciences, Faculty of Engineering and Faculty of

Business (includes Management). Then, within each univer-

sity, we compared which departmental faculty’s accounts had

themost followers. Among the 34 universities we assessed, the

type of faculty that most frequently had the highest number of

Twitter followers was Faculty of Business (14 universities;

41.2%). The Faculties of Health Sciences had the highest

number of followers in eight universities (23.5%). Faculties

of Social Sciences and Engineering most often had the lowest

number of followers; it is important to note that universities

specialized as technological institutions (eg, California

Institute of Technology, ETH Zurich, Ecole Polytechnique

Fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL), etc.) were excluded from this

assessment due to not meeting the inclusion criteria of having

minimum four distinct faculties with Twitter account. Table 1

summarizes the frequencies of each faculty being the most

followed faculty within their institution. Perhaps it is not

QS Ranking Top 50 Universities

Authors’ institution included for comparison

17 Universities excluded:
- 3 Universities based in China
- 14 Universities with less than four faculty
individual Twitter accounts

34 Universities included in final assessment

Figure 1 Flowchart of included universities.

Abbreviation: QS, Quacquarelli Symonds.

Table 1 Frequencies of each faculty’s Twitter account being the most followed within their institution (n=34)

Business Health sciences Arts Law Sciences Education Engineering Social sciences

14 8 4 4 3 1 0 0

41% 24% 12% 12% 8% 3% 0% 0%

Table 2. Characteristics of each faculty’s Twitter account at the University of Ottawa

Faculty Number of followers Number of Tweets Number of likes Account creation date

University of Ottawa 23,954 14,076 6,300 August 2011

Business 5,299 7,129 3,158 May 2009

Health sciencesa 3,935 3,190 1,568 May 2012b and April 2013c

Arts 2,684 4,764 1,981 September 2011

Law 3,630 4,931 2,400 August 2012

Sciences 2,820 3,573 861 July 2009

Education 2,547 5,072 272 March 2010

Engineering 3,133 11,693 4,389 April 2009

Social sciences 2,889 3,950 1,447 March 2009

Notes: aIncludes Faculty of Health Sciences and Faculty of Medicine; bFaculty of Health Sciences; cFaculty of Medicine.
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surprising that in more than 40% of the universities business

faculties had the highest number of followers, because Twitter

is one of the most widely used social media tools in companies

and business organizations.10 Because this assessment was

based on the number of followers, we believe it may be

insightful to further assess characteristics of the use of

Twitter by different categories of faculty and investigate if

any differences exist in these characteristics. Moreover, we

briefly present the characteristics of each Faculty’s Twitter

account from the authors’ institution to represent some of the

aspects that could be further discussed and highlighted in

future assessments in Table 2. With the exception of the

Faculty of Engineering having the highest number of tweets,

the Telfer School of Management’s Faculty of Business indi-

vidual Twitter account had the highest number of followers

with the most number of tweets and it was also one of first

faculties at the University of Ottawa to have created an indivi-

dual account. Some of additional questions to be answered are

as follows: Who is managing the official Twitter account in

different faculties? What kind of information is each faculty

communicating?What are the characteristics of the followers?

What seems to be the primary purpose of usingTwitter for each

faculty? Because the use of Twitter is still expanding in acade-

mia, these questions may bring insights into considering the

scope and extent of social media’s use and impacts in educa-

tion. The authors also plan to further investigate and address

these questions and the findings will be reported in the future.

We hope to encourage additional assessment and discussion

around the use of Twitter in institutions of higher education and

its impacts on education.

Disclosure
The authors report no conflicts of interest in this work.
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Supplementary material

Appendix 1 The list of included and excluded universities.
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List of included universities List of excluded universities

● University of Ottawa

● Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)

● Stanford University

● Harvard University

● University of Cambridge

● University of Oxford

● UCL (University College London)

● Imperial College London

● University of Chicago

● Princeton University

● Cornell University

● National University of Singapore (NUS)

● Yale University

● Johns Hopkins University

● Columbia University

● University of Pennsylvania

● The Australian National University

● Duke University

● University of Michigan

● King’s College London

● The University of Edinburgh

● The University of Hong Kong

● University of California, Berkeley (UCB)

● Northwestern University

● University of Toronto

● McGill University

● University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA)

● The University of Manchester

● The University of Melbourne

● University of Bristol

● The University of New South Wales (UNSW Sydney)

● Carnegie Mellon University

● The University of Queensland

● The University of Sydney

● California Institute of Technology (Caltech)

● ETH Zurich–Swiss Federal Institute of Technology

● Nanyang Technological University, Singapore (NTU)

● Ecole polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL)

● Tsinghua University

● The University of Tokyo

● The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology

● London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE)

● Seoul National University

● Kyoto University

● Peking University

● University of California, San Diego (UCSD)

● Fudan University

● KAIST – Korea Advanced Institute of Science & Technology

● Ecole normale supérieure, Paris

● The Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK)

● City University of Hong Kong
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