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Abstract. In today’s competitive environment, it is significant to develop 
a strong community that retains existing customers and attracts new ones. 
Higher education institutions in Lebanon, given the pandemic, are shifting 
to online platforms to market their services. The article explains how HEIs 
in Lebanon use social media as a way of engaging and communicating 
with stakeholders. Using a questionnaire targeting the marketing 
department of the Lebanese HEIs, managerial and marketing implications 
will be presented to explain the promotional implications of using social 
media and its challenges. The findings showed that most Lebanese higher 
educational institutions are utilizing social media strategies when planning 
their marketing efforts, due to the fear of losing control of its reputation 
and the limited budget allocated for these efforts. Moreover, they have a 
limited understanding of its value and its implications and, thus, use it 
solely for communication purposes with their current and potential 
students, rather than showing what they do as research centers. 

1 Introduction 
Many commercial organizations nowadays are applying social media marketing and 
advertising techniques in order to achieve their goals. Social media are Internet-based 
applications built on the foundations of Web 2.0 that allow creating and exchanging user-
generated content and interacting through discussions.[1]. Thus, it becomes natural for 
higher educational institutions (HEIs) to explore such opportunities and techniques in order 
to engage with potential students, their alumni and all their stakeholders [2]. 

Moreover, social media has a vital role in connecting people and developing relations 
and provides a great chance for providing a better customer service through collecting 
input, answering queries and listening to the feedback unlike the traditional media 
available. Potential university and college students are more likely to be reached by and 
supportive to organizations that utilize these tools to attract them and engage with them due 
to social media’s unprecedented growth and diversity, especially when looking at these 
tools from the whole organization’s view and not merely a marketing perspective. HEI can 
also make use of the emergence of virtual communities that are created over such platforms 
in order to reach their targeted market [3]. 
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These days, the importance doesn’t lie only in building an inclusive and solid 
community, yet also includes the necessity of engagement with the alumni and other 
members of the organization in order to recruit prospective applicants [4]. In addition to the 
highly competitive environment where higher educational institutions are operating in, 
adopting modern communication channels, specifically social media, is justifiable [5]. 
Thus, this study targets the Lebanese HEIs to investigate how social media tools are being 
used in marketing and communication with their stakeholders. So, a quantitative research 
was conducted based on a sample of 30 HEIs in Lebanon. 

2 Social Media and Higher Education Institutions 
In reference to previous social media research, HEIs are getting more skilled at using the 
information from various social media networks that help enhance what is being provided 
and the reputation of the organization as well as help sustain relationships with customers 
[6, 7]. The current higher education environment is currently driven by a digital native 
generation who perceive Internet to be a normal part of their everyday lives [8, 9]. So, they 
find it easier to utilize social media to stay updated with universities’ new activities and 
programs [10, 11].  

As a result, universities can approach this generation by using social media with more 
creativity, as these “digital natives” emphasize mostly the authenticity of perspectives as 
well as a two-way communication when it comes to choosing a higher educational program 
or institution. With the variety of social media platforms available, higher educational 
institutions may utilize platforms like Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Pinterest, Snapchat, 
Twitter, and LinkedIn, of course based on the set goals and targeted audience [12]. 

3 Social Media and Students Enrolment 
In order to make student enrolment processes in the higher education sector more 
responsive and personalized, social media are considered to be of high significance in such 
situations due to the highly competitive environment [13]. The majority of higher education 
admission researchers claim that candidates will have a better overall experience if it was 
customized when reaching their potential higher education institutions, especially the first 
time [14]. Thus, social media is more likely to reach potential applicants who belong to the 
generation of “digital natives” as they include those that are highly knowledgeable of 
technology and social media specifically [15, 16].  

In addition, the choice of university or college ad programs to be enrolled in doesn’t 
rely merely on the educational offer, yet is inclusive of the value that is being offered. This 
value can be easily and confidently communicated through a social media channel, as the 
prospects can gain an informal view of their future university or program that is not found 
on the traditional university’s website [17]. In sum, prospective university applicants 
require credibility as well as customized communication that will help them identify their 
best-fitted university, and with the help of social media channels and tools, HEIs are using 
it to provide their target market with an added informal source of information [18]. 

4 Social Media in the Process of Studying 
When people utilize social media networks during their daily lives, they tend to perceive a 
huge difference in the way they use them for learning purposes or as sources of educational 
information [19].  
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As prospects are used to sharing ideas and inquiries in addition to reviews and solutions 
through these platforms, HEIs found it necessary to target and communicate with them over 
social media, being the most natural way of communication these days [20]. However, 
social media can be used for more than just attracting new students, but rather engaging 
with the current students of the university and pushing them to participate in university life 
activities. By shedding importance on the current students enrolled, their achievements and 
activities can help the university in achieving its goals as well as providing potential 
applicants with an overall view of the culture and academic life. Thus, it is significant to 
carry out this study to investigate these effects in the Lebanese higher education sector, 
focusing on how and why they adopt social media channels and tools in marketing. 

5 Methodology 
The study was conducted on a group of 38 higher education institutions in Lebanon, using 
an online questionnaire and individual invites sent to marketing/public relations 
departments of these institutions – and people serving these departments – and was 
completed by 32 people. The findings were compiled using 30 fully completed 
questionnaires, resulting in a high response rate of nearly 78 percent. 

The questionnaire was created so that respondents could rate their responses based on 
their personal preferences. A tool known as the relative importance index (RII) method was 
used to analyze these results. It is used to assess the relative relevance of attitudes and 
barriers to using social media. The five-point Likert scale ranged from 1 to 5 is adopted and 
transformed to relative importance indices (RII) for each factor as follows, where W is the 
weighting given to each factor by the respondents (ranging from 1 to 5), A is the highest 
weight (i.e., 5 in this case), and N is the total number of respondents. The higher the value 
of RII, the more important the factor was (35). Values of Relative Importance Index of each 
question were analyzed based on the below table. 

 
𝑅𝑅𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 =  ∑𝑊𝑊 /(𝐴𝐴 × 𝑁𝑁)     (1) 

 

Table 1. Relative Importance Index Ranking - Source: Adopted from Livesey [21]. 

RII Values Importance Level 
0.8 ≤ RII ≤ 1 High H 

0.6 ≤ RII < 0.8 Medium-High M-H 
0.4 ≤ RII < 0.6 Medium M 
0.2 ≤ RII < 0.4 Low-Medium L-M 
0 ≤ RII < 0.2 Low L 

6 Results and Discussions 
Results showed that the vast majority of HEIs (30 out of 38 surveyed) have been taking 
advantage of social media for at least three years, with 20 of them (40% of the whole 
surveyed sample) using social media for over six years. Only three of them stated to have 
been using social media for just two years.  

The way social media are managed at Lebanese HEIs differs greatly in terms of: the 
time devoted to do it, the number of people engaged in the process or the support of 
external entities. 34% of the responding HEIs devote more than ten hours per week to use 
social media, 26% speak of six-ten hours, and 28% of one-five hours per week.  
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In 14% of cases, social media are managed/handled by more than six persons, in 44% of 
the respondents there are two-three persons involved in the process, and 10% have four-five 
such persons. 26% of the surveyed HEIs (13 out of 50) have only one person to manage 
their social media platforms. Lebanese HEIs use social media agency services very rarely. 
74% of those surveyed do not work with any external entities, 18% of them speak of such 
collaboration as small (operational support), and only 8% refer to it as moderate or 
extensive (four such responses). 

Although, social media is considered a very important channel of advertising 
communication (the purchase and publishing of adverts in social media), 68% of the 
respondents said that their budget for social media advertising activity amounted to 0-20% 
of the total promotion budget, and only 6% of them allocate 21-40% of their overall budget 
to such a type of advertising. Interestingly enough, 22% of the respondents could not 
specify the exact or even approximate value of their expenses on social media advertising. 
Thus, it seems that social media is still not seen as an important tool for communication 
worth investing in, despite previous research concluded that social media are supportive in 
the enrolment process. 

At the same time, almost half of the respondents (46%) expect these budgets to grow in 
the next one to three years, and 22% of them think they will stay at the same level. The 
uncertainty related to treating social media as means of advertising is proven by the fact 
that even 26% of the respondents have chosen ‘hard to say’ as their answer. Lebanese HEIs 
do not regulate broadly defined activity of their employees in social media. 62% of the 
respondents declared that their institution does not have any code to determine the way 
their employees should use social media (a so-called social media policy). In addition to 
that, 6% of them claimed that even though they have developed such principles, they are 
not known or applied in practice. Only 12% of cases (6 HEIs) have social media policies 
that are not only formalized but also implemented. Which means that still social media 
utilization is not a professionalized action, but rather an addition to traditional marketing 
tools. 

6.1 Respondents’ Attitudes to Selected Aspects of Social Media 

Respondents of this study were asked about their opinions regarding social media usage of 
the institutions they represent. By applying the Relative Importance Index technique, the 
data achieved is presented below in Table 2. It is seen that most academics are satisfied 
with their institution’s activity and operation on social media as it holds the highest-ranking 
index of 0.77, representing a medium to high importance for the respondents. Similarly, all 
the other questions asked ranked a medium to high importance level, with indices greater 
than 0.6 with the lowest being 0.65, which refers to the activity of the provost and chairman 
of the institutions on social media, showing the least importance. 

However, the issue regarding the attitude of HEI authorities in Lebanon regarding social 
media certainly necessitates a greater in-depth analysis and further research. This is due to 
the fact the ranking of the importance of social media perceived by authorities of the 
institutions (question 7) exceeds that of them having an actual social media presence 
(question 14) and their participation in social media activities and events (question 8). 
Moreover, it is said that the decision-makers, i.e., authorities of the HEI, utilize social 
media insights although they do not participate and do not have a social media presence 
themselves. Therefore, some of the responses were contradicting each other when ranked. 
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Table 2. Ranking Attitudes of Respondents Regarding the Social Media Activity of Their Institutions. 

Question Question 
Number Rank RII RII Level 

I'm pleased with the social media operation of my 
educational institution. 2 1 .77 Medium - 

High 
On a regular basis, we examine the social media 
usage of other educational institutions. 4 2 .75 Medium - 

High 
The social media budget is determined by the results 
obtained in previous periods of social media 
operation. 

3 3 .75 Medium - 
High 

In my educational institution, social media is an 
integral part of marketing. 1 4 .75 Medium - 

High 
The education institution's decision-makers use the 
insights gathered from social media. 5 5 .74 Medium - 

High 
In regards to social media, the educational institution 
is quite well.  9 6 .73 Medium - 

High 
In social media, we monitor the return on 
investment. 6 7 .73 Medium - 

High 
The social media activities of the educational 
institution have an impact on enrolment at the 
institution of higher education. 

10 8 .73 Medium - 
High 

The costs of marketing activities have been reduced 
as a result of our social media activities. 11 9 .72 Medium - 

High 
The administration of the educational institution 
recognizes the importance of social media in the 
educational institution. 

8 10 .71 Medium - 
High 

The social media activities of the educational 
institution are focused on a well-thought-out plan. 12 11 .70 Medium - 

High 
The authorities of educational institutions participate 
in social media events. 7 12 .70 Medium - 

High 
We engage in events that motivate and inspire our 
students. Alumni to help us develop and support our 
social media brand. 

13 13 .67 Medium - 
High 

The provost and chairman of the board have social 
media accounts. 14 14 .65 Medium - 

High 

6.2 Barriers to Using Social Media at Lebanese Higher Education Institutions 

This study also aimed at identifying the main barriers to using social media at HEIs in 
Lebanon. Respondents rated many potential factors that affect the application of social 
media networks. As seen in the table below (Table 3), the 3 highest-ranked factors include 
the fear of losing control of the HEI’s reputation with a relative index of 0.81, referring to a 
high importance, followed by the poor coordination of practices undertaken through social 
media, with a relative index of 0.75, and finally the lack of material availability, with an 
index of 0.74. On the other hand, the factor that has the lowest index, of 0.6, refers to the 
absence of academic staff’s understanding of social media importance when establishing its 
position in the market. 
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Table 3. Ranking Respondents’ Answers to the Question: What are the barriers at Your Educational 
Institution when using Social Media? (Choose Max. 3 Most Important Ones). 

7 Conclusion 
Today, we live in a dynamic, fast-paced world where everyone has a limited time pushing 
us to see the undeniable significance of social media channels and tools and their benefits to 
businesses and our lives [22, 23]. When focusing on social media benefits in the higher 
educational sector in Lebanon, we can see that social media is limited to attracting 
prospects to the university and, unfortunately, lacks focus on the academic achievements of 
the university as research and academic centers. Moreover, the responses show that higher 
educational institutions are in fear of losing the university’s reputation due to the virality of 
social media channels, which is considered as the greatest obstacle facing them in adopting 
more advanced social media techniques. So, it is clear that the Lebanese HEIs do not 
consider social media as a major advertising communication channel yet. 

In addition, a main barrier to a more inclusive social media adoption is the lack of a 
clear understanding when it comes to the significance of these media in brand building 
across the organization. Also, the limited financial resources and the lack of expertise in the 
matter hinder the ability of such comprehensive and advanced social media application and 
adoption. 

Regarding their attitudes towards social media channels, responses showed an 
ambiguous view by respondents as they emphasized its importance in marketing of their 
organizations, yet they seem to be satisfied with the activities being adopted and 
implemented.  

Question Question 
Number Rank RII RII Level 

Fear of losing control of the reputation of the educational 
institution. 11 1 .81 High 

The practices undertaken through social media are not 
well coordinated. 7 2 .75 Medium - 

High 

There is no material available. 9 3 .74 Medium - 
High 

Absence of understanding of the importance of social 
media in establishing the education institution’s market 
position among the education institution’s administrative 
staff. 

2 4 .73 Medium - 
High 

Change resistance – slowdown implementation of specific 
tools and solutions 5 5 .70 Medium - 

High 

Fear of feedback – and the need to respond to it 8 6 .69 Medium - 
High 

Despite the potential of engaging professionals, there are 
no human resources. 10 7 .67 Medium - 

High 

There is no money set aside to hire new experts. 3 8 .67 Medium - 
High 

The administration's lack of willingness to develop this 
mode of communication 6 9 .67 Medium - 

High 
Lack of understanding of how to build and apply new 
tools and practices 4 10 .61 Medium - 

High 

Academic workers at the education institution have a poor 
understanding of the importance of social media in 
establishing the institution's market place. 

1 11 .60 Medium 
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Therefore, we can say that higher educational institutions in Lebanon can further 
enhance their understanding of social media marketing that will help them in maintaining 
relationships with their current students and stakeholders, build new relationships with 
potential applicants, and stay knowledgeable of what their competitors are up to.  

Similar to all studies, this one has its limitations that include a small sample with 
different backgrounds and marketing positions within the HEI, that would’ve influenced the 
responses given on the survey. This makes it necessary to further investigate this topic with 
a more inclusive and specified sample in order to grasp the development of and utilization 
of social media strategies and maybe be able to compare the results obtained from surveys 
filled by students and with those of the academic staff. 
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