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Abstract 

 

The international higher education sector has become a big business due to increased 

student mobility. Strict immigration policies and other political uncertainty in the UK and 

the US have opened new opportunities for other, less recognized higher education 

destinations to recruit more international students. Ireland, an English-speaking country 

with relatively relaxed and inclusive immigration policy, has largely benefitted from this.  

 

Universities are investing a lot of resources in marketing. Social media offers universities an 

excellent opportunity to reach and connect and influence the decision of potential students 

across borders. While businesses are consciously trying to measure the return on 

investment from their marketing spends, most of them overlook the traffic recorded by 

private messaging applications, also known as dark social, which restricts them from getting 

critical insights regarding the success of a marketing campaign.  

 

This study was therefore undertaken to understand the role of social media marketing and 

dark social in the increasing number of international students coming to Ireland.  This study 

used a sequential exploratory mixed method design for data collection and analysis. 

Qualitative data was collected through semi-structured interviews with marketing 

representatives of four Irish higher education institutes. A survey undertaken by 110 

international students from different universities in Ireland was used to collect quantitative 

data.  

 

The findings indicated that Irish universities relied on their agent network for raising 

awareness and used social media as second fiddle for providing detailed information to 

international students. Electronic word-of-mouth over private channels known as dark 

social also has had a significant role in the increase of international students coming to 

Ireland. After analysing the role of social media marketing and dark social in attracting 

international students to Irish universities, this thesis also provides recommendations for 

Irish universities to further exploit social media marketing for better student recruitment 

by overcoming the challenges, they faced.  
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1. Background 

 

The internet is used by about 60% of the total population of the world (Kemp, 2020) and 

Calif (2018), estimates the figure to reach more than 7.5 billion in the next decade which 

will make up for 90% of the world’s population. The internet revolution led to the advent of 

Web 2.0 (an interface that facilitates interaction between the users and the websites). Social 

media, a variety of applications and websites that enable the creation and sharing of user-

generated content, is the most potent and influential product of Web 2.0. Social media 

makes it easier and more convenient for internet users to discover and share information 

and content, communicate with friends and family, make professional connections and 

engage in conversation of topics of their interests (Cooper, 2019). People, now, are using 

platforms like Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, Twitter, etc. to create, exchange and discuss 

content based on personal thoughts, ideas, and opinions. Presently, about 3.81 billion 

people in the world are active social media users (Kemp, 2020). 

 

Social media, just like globalization, reduces cross-border barriers and allows its users to 

connect with people across the globe. With billions of social media users and no cross-

border restrictions, content shared on social media travels and reaches different corners of 

the world within seconds. Thus, it is no surprise that social media greatly influences the 

opinions, decisions and preferences of its users (Curran et al., 2016). Businesses with their 

marketing strategies primarily aim to raise awareness, reach a wider audience and retain 

the already existing clients. Social media offers businesses an opportunity to create global 

awareness, listen to customers, engage with them on various platforms to further enhance 

customer relationship and trust, all at a very reasonable spend (Öztamur and Karakadılar, 

2014; Venciūtė, 2018). Hence, social media presence is considered as a major marketing 

premise by most businesses irrespective of their size.  

 

Another goal of businesses for using social media is to increase the traffic to their websites. 

To measure the success of their marketing campaign, companies need to measure the 

return on investment from various platforms. The increasing use of smartphones has 

facilitated an increase in the number of private messaging applications (Valentine, 2019). 

The content shared via these private channels may either positively or negatively influence 

the consumer’s perception regarding a brand, thereby affecting their purchase decision 



 10 

(Cheung and Thadani, 2012). Businesses find it challenging to track traffic recorded 

through the private messaging apps and are oblivious to the type of information, reviews 

and content being shared via private messaging apps (Kumar, 2017). Hence, businesses 

cannot adequately measure their marketing campaign and improve it for a better return on 

investment. This lack of trackability, which keeps the brands in the dark, is called ‘dark 

social’ and is a phenomenon that cannot be ignored (Kumar, 2017).  

 

1.2. Social media marketing at universities 

 

Universities across the globe are increasingly integrating social media websites and 

applications like Facebook, Instagram, etc. in their marketing strategies. Universities turn to 

social media for marketing for engaging with alumni and current students, for activating 

word of mouth, recruiting students and disseminating information (Tran, 2019). However, 

the primary objective of universities for using social media marketing is to reach and attract 

potential students (Rogers, 2019). According to Kelly (2018), all universities use social 

media to some extent because international students hugely rely on the information 

available through social media; however, the resources invested in social media vary from 

university to university. Therefore, in today’s age with increased mobility, the role and 

power of social media marketing in increasing international student recruitment can and 

should not be underestimated.  
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2. Research Rationale 
 

2.1. Motivation 

 

A study conducted by the European Migration Network reported an increase of 45% in the 

number of international students (non-European) coming to Ireland between 2013 and 

2017 (Power, 2019). It is not practical or feasible for international students to visit a 

university campus to gather information as it is cost-heavy and time-consuming. Social 

media has enabled international students to discover information about a university in the 

comfort of their homes. The 2019 QS International Student Survey shows that 85% of 

prospective students relied on social media for researching universities when deciding 

where to apply (James, 2019). While there are statistics that show that the number of 

international students in Ireland has increased over the years, literature for social media and 

how it impacts international student recruitment for the geography of Ireland is scarce; it 

can also be considered as non-existent. Therefore, a key motivation for this research was to 

understand better the social media marketing strategies administered by Irish Universities.  

 

2.2. Problem Area 

 

A significant part of internet usage revolves around social media. Businesses around the 

world have started incorporating social media in their marketing strategies. Universities are 

no exception. Universities are lucky to have a target audience of prospective, current, and 

former students, and other people who are well-acquainted with, and active on social 

media.  Hence, universities must use social media strategically to boost awareness, increase 

student engagement, monitor their reputation, and more.  

 

An article in the Irish Times stated that over the past decade, universities in Ireland are 

becoming more dependent on international student fees for generating revenue as there 

has been a reduction in the state investment per student (O’Brien, 2020). According to Pieto 

Tintori, CEO & Founder of Terminal Four (cited in Kelly, 2018), international students rely 

highly on the web and digital experiences when selecting a university. A survey conducted 

at the Terminal Four shows that Irish Universities invest very little in digital marketing in 

comparison to their counterparts in the UK, the US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. 

Tintori believes that universities are not making optimal utilization of the social media 

channels even though opportunities for recruiting international students are high.  
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From this, it can be understood that Social Media Marketing is not being used effectively 

by Irish Universities. Hence, this research was undertaken to understand how Irish 

universities use social media marketing to attract international students.  

 

2.3. Contribution 

 

The literature around the application of Social Media Marketing techniques and usage of 

dark social by Irish Universities and how it helps in attracting international students to Irish 

Universities is very scarce. The only piece of available information that summarizes how Irish 

universities currently use Social Media is a quote by to Piero Tintori that says, “Irish 

Universities are not efficiently using Digital Platforms including Social Media for Marketing” 

(Kelly, 2018).  

 

This study and its findings can be used by other researchers to develop a hypothesis as a 

basis for further research into the role social media marketing plays in building brand 

reputation & international student recruitment for Irish Universities. 

 

The QS World University Rankings 2020 reveals that majority of universities from the US and 

the UK have seen a significant drop in the enrolment figures because of the new restrictions 

introduced on student visas in the US and the uncertainty over Brexit, as well as an increase 

in the tuition fees in both the countries (International enrolment falls at top universities - but 

why?, 2019). This poses an opportunity for Irish Universities to poach some of these 

international students to generate extra revenue and solve the problem of financial 

pressure due to reduced state investments (O’Brien, 2020). The findings of this research 

can be used by Irish Universities to understand the psyche of their target audience better, 

identify any gaps in their current social media marketing strategies which will help them 

devise social media marketing strategies to attract more international students. 
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3. Literature Review 

 

3.1. Social Media 

 

According to Peters et al. (2013), the term social media is derived from communication 

science and sociology. In the communication science context, social media is nothing but 

a means for storing and delivering data; whereas sociology views it as a structure made by 

people based on their complex and dynamic relationships. Summing both the 

perspectives, Peters et al. (2013) define social media as a system of communication that 

facilitates people to interact through a two-way channel. There are many definitions to this 

borderless media. Cooper (2019) defines social media as various applications or websites 

that enable the exchange of User-Generated Content (UGC) in different formats like audios, 

videos, images, texts, etc. for communicating and sharing ideas, opinions, etc. According 

to Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), social media is a group of internet-based applications that 

are built around the ideologies of Web 2.0 (an interface designed to facilitate 

communication between users and websites). The constant repetition of terms like sharing, 

conversation, exchange used to define social media reinforces the fact that unlike the 

traditional media, social media follows a two-way communication model.  

 

Constantinides and Fountain (2008) identified social media apps, social effects and 

enabling technologies as the three components of the web 2.0. The relationship between 

Web 2.0 and User-Generated Content (UGC) has been described as Web 2.0 is an open-

source network that allows users to collaborate, create and exchange information (Kane et 

al., 2014), and UGC is a collection of all the different ways through which people use Social 

media (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). Wolf, Sims, and Yang (2015) believe that the evolution 

of web 2.0 has facilitated easy and affordable access to social media resulting in social 

media having a greater impact on people, societies and organizations.  People connecting 

over pervasive networks on Twitter, LinkedIn, Facebook by sharing content are prime 

examples of UGC upliftment supported by the advancement in Web 2.0. Social media 

applications are founded on the grounds of user-generated content rather than marketer-

generated content (Nambisan & Nambisan, 2008; Shankar & Malthouse, 2009). Social 

media includes electronic word-of-mouth forums like blogs, discussion boards, moblogs 

(sites displaying audio, video and images), social networking sites, etc.  
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Social media is often confused with social networking. Cohen (2009) and Hartshorn (2010) 

distinguish between the two by stating that social media is a platform for broadcasting 

content and social networking is the engagement of people with shared interests and 

building relationships. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) have classified Social Media into six 

different categories: 1. Collaborative Projects (e.g. The online encyclopaedia Wikipedia),      

2. Blogs, 3. Content Communities (e.g. YouTube), 4. Social Networking Sites (e.g. 

Facebook), 5. Virtual Game Worlds (e.g. World of Warcraft), 6. Virtual Social Worlds (e.g. 

Second Life). Li and Bernoff (2008) further classify the social media into the following six 

different categories based on the activity they support: 1. People Creating – Blogs, 

Podcasts; 2. People Connecting – Social networking sites and virtual worlds; 3. People 

collaborating – Wikipedia, Open sources; 4. People reacting to each other – Forums, Rating 

and reviewing sites; 5. People organizing – Tagging content (sites like Del.cio.us, 

StumbleUpon); 6. Accelerating consumption – RSS & Widgets (cited in Gancho, 2017). 

Baruah (2012) states that social media encompasses social networks and content-oriented 

networks. Zhu and Chen (2015) agree with Baruah (2012) and argue that users and content 

are of utmost importance to social media and therefore it should be classified into only two 

categories: profile-based and content-based, depending on the extent of connection and 

interaction. Profile-based platforms like Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn focus on helping 

members establish relationships with other members, while content-based platforms like 

Youtube, Instagram, Pinterest help users find engaging content depending on their 

interests.  

 

Social media has attracted so many users because it allows creation and exchange of 

content (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010), it is easy to use (Asur and Huberman, 2010), it allows 

you to reach a global audience very quickly (Hakala et al., 2017), it is cost-effective 

(Choudaha & Kono, 2012) and also because it enables you to share content free of 

censorship (Wolf et al., 2015). Increasingly, social media platforms have become a key 

factor in influencing customer behaviour like the way they acquire information, purchase 

habits, post-purchase reviews and communication (Mangold and Faulds, 2009). The 

versatility of social media has allowed it to become a crucial business tool as well. However, 

this transformation from a fundamental communication device to a compound tool for 

business has been gradual (Gancho, 2017). Owyang (2009) discusses the transformation 

and impact of the social web on customers, brands and social networks over five eras, as 

shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1.– Five eras of social media (Owyang, 2009) 

 

Despite the numerous benefits of this borderless media, some businesses resist using 

social media strategies to promote themselves, while others simply fail to execute the 

strategies effectively. According to Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), a major reason for this is 

the ambiguity in what social media is and the functional traits of the various activities carried 

on these social media platforms. To bridge this gap of knowledge, as shown in Figure 2. 

Kietzmann et al. (2011) developed a honeycomb framework depicting seven social media 

user experience aspects and their implications. They classified social media applications 

based on the following seven features: identity, presence, sharing, conversations, groups, 

reputation and relationships. For each functionality, they then typified the best-suited social 

media application. E.g. LinkedIn focusses on relationship-building; hence it falls under the 

relationship functionality; WhatsApp shows the other users if a person is online or not; thus, 

it falls in the presence category. 
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Figure 2 – Honeycomb Framework (Kietzmann et al., 2011) 

 

 

Several authors identified internet addiction (Drahošová and Balco, 2017), spreading of 

misinformation (Introne et al., 2018), breach of privacy (Akram and Kumar, 2017) as the 

major drawbacks of using social media. Whether the benefits of social media outweigh its 

disadvantages is still a topic of debate; but there are no two-ways about social media being 

a massive revolution. Social media has been so impactful that Business Week (2005) 

labelled it as the biggest revolution since the industrial revolution. 

 

Hogan and Haase (2010) believe that it is challenging to study and develop a theory around 

social media because there is constant development of new tools and updating of existing 

ones. In line with Hogan and Haase’s argument, Moutinho et al. (2013) state that majority 

of the gained benefit of social media stems from understanding the past and present trends 

and the evolution of social media rather than studying or developing theories. Pan and 

Crotts (2012) support this idea and question the existence of theories in social media by 

stating that social media platforms are created to satiate a need and not based on 

assumptions.  
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3.2. Social media marketing 

 

Social media has impacted almost all facets of human interaction, thereby impacting 

businesses. The drastic increase in the use of social media has not only influenced customer 

behaviour (Appel et al., 2019), but also created new opportunities for marketers 

(Lamberton and Stephen, 2016). The virality of social media (Xiang and Gretzel, 2010), 

reduced costs, enhanced global reach (Sheth and Sharma, 2005), immediacy and 

dependability (Nadaraja and Yazdanifard, 2013) are some features that make social media 

a new hybrid feature of the marketing mix (Mangold and Faulds, 2009). According to 

Himelboim et al. (2014) citied in Linvill et al. (2015), businesses and organizations can use 

two-way communication offered by social media to their advantage as it gives them a 

chance to engage their audience and build relationships with them. It also allows firms to 

overcome time and location-based behaviours and gravitate towards non-temporal and 

non-location-based behaviours (Watson et al., 2002). Social media platforms allow 

marketers to reach niche customer at relatively low costs (Li et al., 2014). Appel et al. (2019) 

state that social media platforms and social media use cases (how different people use 

social media and their purpose of using social media) are the two key facets of the current 

social media marketing scene.  

 

In their book, ‘Social Media Marketing’ Tuten and Solomen (2017) define social media 

marketing as a means of marketing that makes use of social media platforms, technologies 

to create, convey, deliver and exchange content that is valuable to any organization’s 

stakeholder. Neti (2011) believes through social media marketing, companies can influence 

prospective customers by building their brand reputation. Erdoğmuş and Çiçek (2012) 

state that through social media marketing firms have shifted to establishing customer 

relationships as opposed to the traditional marketing that was aimed at sales.  

 

Paswan (2018) believes that customers, resources and goals are the three pillars of social 

media marketing. Social media marketing activities are comprised of several dimensions 

like informativeness, personalisation and word-of-mouth (Yadav and Rahman, 2017). The 

main objectives of this social media marketing are generating awareness of the brand, 

creating customer demand, disseminating information, drawing traffic, customer 

engagement, facilitating two-way interaction, generating leads and increasing revenue 

(Thomas, 2011; Stokes, 2013). Schweidel and Moe (2014) highlight the ability of businesses 

to analyse consumer conversations on social media platforms to better understand a 
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customer standpoint in regard to their offering, as another principal aim of social media 

marketing. Adding to Schweidel and Moe’s point, Leskovec et al. (2006) state that 

understanding of the customer-standpoint can help businesses develop models to predict 

future trends and also in designing marketing campaigns.  

 

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) believe that the interactive and versatile nature of social media 

has helped it establish its relevance not only for the huge multinationals but even for small 

and medium-sized enterprises, government-owned and non-profit organizations. The three 

main types of information flow via social media, as described by Stephen and Brat (2015) 

are 1. Firm-to-customer information through posts by brands and ads on social media 

(Hewett et al., 2016). 2. Customer-to-firm information through comments, reviews, other 

user-generated content (Gensler et al., 2013). 3. Customer-to-customer information in the 

form of e-WOM (Dessart et al., 2015).  

 

Hafele (2011) is of the opinion that social media marketing injects a whole new perspective 

on the exponential dissemination and mass marketing along with mass-communication 

trust. Yadav and Rahman (2017) further explain this relationship by stating that businesses 

use social media to develop and reinforce relationships with their customers; the better the 

relationship, the more the communication and sharing. Many authors like Jalilvand and 

Samiei (2012), Stephen and Galak (2012), and Godey et al. (2016) have extensively written 

about the positive effects of social media marketing on brand image, brand awareness and 

customer loyalty thereby affecting their purchase decisions.  

 

Social media marketing aligns with the relationship marketing framework proposed by 

Gronoos (2004). According to this framework, the organizations should market themselves 

to customers not to gain a one-time transaction but to establish an ongoing and sustainable 

relationship with them by focusing on the major three areas: 1. Communicate; 2. Interact; 

3. Value (Gronoos, 2004). Williams and Chinn (2010) highlight some business objectives 

like gaining knowledge about customers and their needs, developing a healthy and 

ongoing relationship with them, increasing brand loyalty by improving customer 

satisfaction thereby building a strong brand name, that can be achieved through the 

relationship marketing via social media platforms.  

 

Global ad spending on social media advertising increased from USD 60 billion in 2013 

(Whiting & Williams, 2013) to USD 84 billion in 2019 (marketingcharts.com, 2019) making 
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it the third-largest channel for advertising. According to Stelzner (2014), about 92% of 

marketers have reported to employ social media marketing through different platforms and 

believe it to be essential for their business. When talking about social media platforms, 

Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn and Twitter are undoubtedly the first names that pop in our 

minds. The choice of social media platforms for marketing depends on the purpose of the 

campaign and also on the nature of interaction facilitated by the platform and potential 

audience reach.  

 

Figure 3 – How Social Media Marketers Prioritize Which Platforms To Invest In (smartinsights.com, 
2019) 

 

 

Colnaghi (2013) states that social media platforms let businesses maintain a two-way 

interaction with its audience in real-time. Borges (2009) says social media marketing 

through different platforms helps companies carve different shapes. Facebook for social 

media marketing is used to reach and attract a significant number of people and build a 

community while Twitter is seen as a fusion of social networking and microblogging that 
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enables users to bet updates and advertisements from different creators (Borges, 2009). 

The smartphone revolution gave rise to photo sharing and messaging applications making 

Instagram an eye-catching platform for businesses in recent years as it is more engaging, 

time-efficient and user friendly when compared to other social media platforms (Boulos, 

Giustini and Wheeler, 2016).  

 

 

Figure 4 – Social media advertising audiences (Hootsuite, 2019) 

 

Aichner and Jacob (2015) state that businesses deciding to employ social media marketing 

must prepare themselves to tackle one key challenge which is ‘deciding’ the social media 

platform relevant to their needs, as not all platforms might be relevant to a business for the 

nature of each one is different from the other. Social media has increased transparency and 

reduced both power and control of traditional marketing over communication and media 

(Constantinides and Stagno, 2011). Therefore, marketers need to acknowledge that 

customers can quickly and easily investigate their products, find similar curated products, 

and also write reviews expressing their opinions and experience with a product 

(Constantinides, 2010). 
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Figure 5 – Social platform use: marketers vs. consumers (smartinsights.com, 2019) 

 

Mangold and Faulds (2009) believe social media marketing requires a revolutionary model 

that promotes a two-way conduit for exchanging information as opposed to the traditional 

one-way marketing phenomenon. Hence, firms now need to: recruit social media marketers 

(Paine, 2010) and gain new skills like customer engagement, data analytics (Stephen and 

Brat, 2015) which questions whether social media marketing is as cost-efficient as it is 

perceived to be. Hambrick and Kang (2014) implicitly argue that social media is not time-

effective, nor is it reliable because of the time investment required to manage these sites 

and the challenge of controlling the information on social media. Despite the staggering 

rate at which social media marketing is being adopted, Constantinides (2010) argues that 

social media marketing is not an isolated process rather a strategic improvement step to 

better their products and reputation. Hence, it is not capable of rendering other marketing 

means obsolete and should be viewed as an adjunct to traditional marketing 

(Constantinides, 2010).  
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3.3. Brand Trust through Social Media 

 

Trust affects almost all levels of human relationships (Rotter, 1980). In the context of 

marketing, Gefen et al. (2003) define trust as the expectation of a buyer who is in a 

vulnerable and dependent position that the company will keep their word and act in a 

morally acceptable way and Hamza (2013) identified trust and satisfaction as the major 

factors influencing customer behaviour. The customers’ judgement on how trustworthy a 

brand affects their purchase intention (Doney and Cannon, 1997). Schultz and Peltier (2013) 

state that how customers interact on social media platforms, how they exchange content, 

how they seek information, all impact the brand’s image in their minds. Therefore, the vast 

amount of attention received by the idea of engaging customers online when it comes to 

marketing research is justified (Dessart et al., 2015). Brand trust is further translated into 

customer loyalty, and loyal customers help build long term and high customer retention, 

thereby reducing marketing costs (Nezakati et al., 2013).  

 

Social media does not allow customers to visit the stores and experience the products 

physically. This makes customer trust crucial for social media marketing (Hong and Cho, 

2011). Ulusu et al. (2011) highlight the importance of trust for facilitating online 

communication and determining the degree of influence it has on networking and sharing 

information on social media. The companies which can gain the confidence of their 

customers benefit tremendously while the companies who fail to do so suffer (Voicu, 2020). 

 

The increasing credibility of “Buzz marketing" has helped it grow as a popular and feasible 

add-on to traditional marketing (Voicu, 2020; Kimmel, 2014). Arndt (1967) identified the 

strong impact word-of-mouth has on customer purchase intention about half-a-century 

ago. Traditionally word-of-mouth happened when people communicated personally; 

however, the internet revolution has provided platforms that facilitate conversations 

between people across the world regarding a brand’s offering. Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) 

call these conversations as e-WOM (electronic word-of-mouth). Litvin et al. (2008) define e-

WOM as “all informal communications directed at consumers through internet-based 

technology related to the usage or characteristics of particular goods and services, or their 

seller.” Kim and Ko (2012) define e-WOM as the degree to which users wish to spread a 

company’s social media content. Brown et al. (2005) claim that e-WOM is a powerful tool 

for companies that aspire to boost their public reach and influence and for other monetary 

and non-monetary benefits.  
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Family, friends, reviews and ratings, acquaintances, etc. hugely impact the decisions people 

take on social media. Social media has brought to light a new outlook of e-WOM by 

allowing users to exchange knowledge and experiences of products and services with 

people from their social circle such as family, friends, acquaintances, colleagues, etc. (Chu 

and Kim, 2011). The primary reason why brands initiate or participate in online interactions 

is to acquire new customers (Pozin, 2014). Engaging content not only helps in customer 

acquisition but also reinforces their trust in the brand, thereby influencing their loyalty 

(Zheng et al., 2015). Social media lets businesses build a community for their brand. A 

brand community is “a specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a 

structured set of social relationships among users of a brand” (Muniz and O’Guinn, 2001). 

Online communities offer customers to build relationships with the brands, the products as 

well as other customers (Jahn and Kunz, 2012). Hence, social media plays a significant role 

in establishing and maintaining trust in a brand for already existing customers and also new 

customers.  

 

A study by Trusov et al. (2009) shows that there has been an increase in the number of 

reviews written due to social media. Trusov et al. (2009) termed the previously identified 

types of WOM, namely customer-generated-WOM and marketer-generated-WOM (Ardnt, 

1967) as “Organic WOM” and “Fertilised WOM” respectively in his study. Sen and Lerman 

(2007), Schindler and Bickart (2012), Brown et al. (2007), Chenug et al. (2009) and many 

others through their study have displayed enough empirical evidence that makes it safe to 

conclude that Organic WOM is trusted more by customers as compared to Fertilised WOM.  

The modern-day consumer trusts user-generated content over other traditional marketing 

because word-of-mouth is not intended to promote sales (Eikelmann et al., 2008; Schlosser, 

2011). Trust in experts is also reducing, and consumers are increasingly basing their 

decisions on peer reviews. According to Neilson’s Reports (2012), about 93% people trust 

people they know to seek information related to a company’s products or services, 70% 

trust anonymous reviewers, and 47% trust company advertisement. This shows the 

importance of social media for marketers. Smith (2017) argues that traditional marketing 

creates and retains a higher level of consumer trust. However, traditional marketing lacks 

accuracy in terms of reach, as most of the consumers reached by traditional mass-marketing 

campaigns are not the target consumers (Edmunds, 2019). Campaigns designed to 

promote brand awareness taste success only if they reach the target audience, and 

traditional mass-marketing doesn’t guarantee this. Social media marketing today has the 

upper hand compared to traditional marketing in the creation and retention of consumer 
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trust because it allows businesses to reach both, target audience as well as a mass audience.  

According to Decker (2018), when a company reaches its target audience, it not only 

creates awareness but also fosters trust in the brand.  

 

 

Figure 6 – Brand trust: Traditional Media vs Social Media (Nielson, 2017) 

 

In comparison to the other types of content, visual content is 40 times more likely to be 

shared (Hainla, 2019). As a result, firms these days are focussing on visual content as a part 

of their social media marketing strategy. A social media marketing strategy aimed at 

engagement and trust-building must display seals of trust (testimonials), visually 

demonstrate how the brand can add value, provide efficient customer service, use social 

media influencers like bloggers or celebrities (Gleeson, 2012; Smith, 2016; Brown, 2019). 

 

 

Figure 7 – Four Friend Types That Influence Purchase Decisions (Snap Inc, 2017) 
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In the social media era, users’ trust is the most crucial factor for businesses (Habibi et al., 

2015) and social media with its features like user-generated content and two-way 

interaction can boost customer trust by making them feel more comfortable and powerful 

(Hsu, 2012). However, to reap the benefits of social media marketing, businesses must 

continuously confirm their presence on social media platforms and create engaging and 

relevant content to attract their audience (Garcia, 2018). 
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3.4. Role of Social Media Marketing in the Education Sector 

 

The OECD (2017) has estimated the number of international students in the world to reach 

8 million by 2025. Over the last two decades, globalisation has facilitated an increase in 

student mobility (Choudaha and Chang, 2012) which has intensified the competitive 

among higher-education universities. Apart from saturated markets; reduction in 

enrolment numbers, falling rates of student retention, and reduction in state funding are 

seen as the main reasons for universities to attract more students for better revenue 

(Hemsley-Brown & Goonawardana, 2007; Sison & Brennan, 2012; Williams & Omar, 2013). 

Marketing for universities was not a common practice earlier (Edmiston-Strasser, 2009) 

because it was believed that it would undermine the academic reputation of that university 

(Anderson, 2008). This is different today, as universities across the globe are aggressively 

advertising themselves in international markets by spending vast sums on their marketing 

campaigns to attract potential students (Whisman, 2011; Xiong et al., 2018). However, due 

to its one-way nature, traditional marketing alone seems to no longer serve the purpose 

(Galan, Lawley and Clements, 2015). Increasingly universities are using social media as an 

adjunct to their traditional marketing activities to gain a competitive advantage over their 

counterparts.  

 

Social media marketing satisfies all the 4 Ps of the marketing mix (Mangold and Faulds, 

2009). It solves a significant problem of ‘Place’ of the marketing mix by allowing the 

universities a platform to market themselves globally. Social media offers advantages on 

the aspects of relevance, speed, cost and personalization, which makes it a useful tool for 

marketing at universities (Choudaha, 2013).  

  

Context plays a vital role in marketing and has greater importance in international 

marketing (Zinkhan and Hirschheim, 1992; Sheth, 2020). Alexa et al. (2012), and 

Taecharungroj (2017) through their studies show that how individuals psychologically 

respond to a post (how they view it or share it), is greatly influenced by the contextual factors 

that moderate and in some cases mediate the marketing plans of that geography (Sheth, 

2020).  Curtis, Abratt and Minor (2009), believe that higher education institutions eventually 

are recognized as brands. Duesterhaus and Duesterhaus (2014) state that it is of utmost 

importance for universities to have a well-laid out web marketing strategy. Although in the 

early stage of social media, universities shied away from incorporating it in their overall 
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marketing plan (Raineri et al., 2015), universities now are increasingly using social media to 

establish themselves as a brand (Galan et al., 2015).  

 

Davis et al., (2012), Alexa et al., (2012) and Holmberg (2015) through their research found 

that universities make use of social media for the following three interconnected objectives: 

1. To disseminate information related to the university, 2. To facilitate student engagement, 

3. Building a community. University branding is complex as it demands effective online and 

in-person communication with multiple entities like current and prospective students, 

alumni, faculty, parents, agents, etc. Institutional branding targets various stakeholders and 

is externally focussed on positioning and marketing and internally on the organization and 

value promotion (Aaker 2004; Hatch and Schultz, 2003). Manasijevic et al. (2016) claim that 

students find social media more convenient for gaining information. Hence, globally, more 

and more universities are now focussing on peer-to-peer interaction, user engagement 

through UGC and making use of social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 

YouTube, etc. for disseminating information and establishing a brand image for themselves 

(Akar and Topcu, 2011). Universities post campus tours, news about extracurricular 

activities like clubs and societies, and other information of new faculty or policies and tag 

them as “happenings around the campus.” This type of marketing has gained a lot of 

popularity among students (Taecharungroj, 2017). Different universities have different 

goals, priorities and different levels of resources invested in social media marketing. And 

most universities are coming to terms with the fact that successful branding through social 

media requires more than just brief market research and tons of advertising, it is a labour-

intensive task that requires a clear and systematic plan (Whisman, 2011).  

 

The primary role of social media marketing at universities is to boost student engagement 

and fulfil fundamental expectations of today’s tech-savvy students by giving them a taste of 

the university, and other information related to faculty, course, etc., thereby helping them 

choose a university (Nevzat et al., 2016). Given the low-cost and broad outreach of social 

media, universities are making use of social media for recruitment, networking, consensus 

building, etc. (Raineri et al., 2015). The universities failing to exploit this borderless media 

to its full potential, in the words of Fisher (2012) are committing a marketing sin.  
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3.5. Impact of Social Media Marketing on Student Recruitment 

 

International student recruitment has changed over the past years. The many definitions of 

recruitment focus on the attraction, identification and retention of staff. Gravali and Fait 

(2017) define recruitment as a means through which businesses reach active and passive 

candidates. The Higher education institutes are competing to gain an edge over their 

counterparts in order to attract, recruit and retain more international students (Vrontis et al., 

2018). With more students willing to go international and the plethora of university options, 

they have to choose from, the competition among the universities has intensified, making 

it a saturated market. Many institutions are facing intense pressures to become more 

competitive, prompt and efficient in achieving their recruitment goals. This pressure to 

adapt to the dynamic market and achieve their recruitment goals is even more in the 

environment of reduced funding (Choudaha, 2013). Therefore, universities need to alter 

their recruitment strategies to meet their goals.  

 

Helgesen (2008), Hamsley-Brown and Oplatka (2006) and Gibbs (2002), through their 

research, have illustrated the immense potential of marketing as a student recruitment tool 

for universities. Qualman (2010) believes that there has been a change in the way 

universities run their business due to social media. Universities now have adopted a model 

similar to any other business in terms of marketing (Bunzel, 2007). International students 

are increasingly using social media channels for searching for information about a university 

to support their decision-making (Franco and Haase, 2017). In today’s age, a lot of aspects 

of human behaviour, including decision-making, are largely influenced by social media 

(Nicoli and Papadopoulou, 2017). This makes it imperative to analyse this behaviour in 

order to provide a satisfying experience to the customers (Perumal and Yoganathen, 2018). 

A large number of customers are now sharing opinions, reviews, experiences, etc. on social 

media that could potentially interest their connections. This give businesses an excellent 

opportunity to communicate with the users, study their psyche and decision-making 

process to devise further their marketing campaigns (Perumal and Yoganathen, 2018). 

International student recruitment is complex because it requires explicit knowledge of local 

markets and differences in the decision making of potent students. These issues are further 

complicated by language and cultural barriers. Social media and its ability to cater to the 

needs of the diverse potential students make it the right solution for this (Choudaha, 2013). 
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Melanthiou et al. (2015) see social media recruitment in a positive light as social media 

platforms help businesses reach and appeal candidates regardless of their location. Their 

judgement is reinforced through a report published by educations.com (2019) stating that 

in a survey of 20,000 international students, 60% of the students chose social media 

marketing by their universities as a significant factor that influenced their decision of 

enrolling with the university. Potential students view universities as a brand. A strong brand 

name restores trust in students that their chosen university will add value and great 

experience, thereby influencing their decision in the purchase stage (Ali-Choudhury et al., 

2009).  

 

According to Xiong et al. (2018), social media serves as an effective recruitment tool for as 

students depend on social media to get information which impacts their decision in the 

final application phase. In the case of international students, it is not feasible for them and 

their parents to visit the university campus to seek information as it is heavy on both time 

and cost investment. In such scenarios, social media effectively replaces the traditional 

forms of recruitment by providing a one-stop solution for all concerns and queries 

regarding a university (Choudaha, 2013). 

 

Redman and Wilkinson (2009) state that universities increasingly are using social media as 

a tool for recruitment because it solves a lot of issues related to cost and speed. Therefore, 

social media marketing can safely be considered to be a useful yet budget-friendly and 

convenient recruitment tool for both students and universities. Social media can help 

universities with limited marketing funding compete at power with universities that have a 

high amount of resources invested in marketing (Shinn, 2011). According to Wheeler 

(2012), in the years to come, social media will be of increasing strategic importance in 

reaching international students which will result in a more pleasant educational experience 

for international students and also domestic students by opening them to global attitudes.    

 

Despite the positives of the digital technologies and social media mentioned above, 

Stageman (2011) reported results for the US showing that university’s social media 

platforms were used by students to build connections and friends as opposed to choosing 

a particular university. Constantinides and Stagno (2011) also argue that the impact of 

traditional marketing on the decision making of potential students is far more compared to 

digital and social media marketing. The authors believe the major reason behind the low 

impact social media marketing has is the fact that universities fail to engage students due 
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to the lack of relevant content. Peruta and Shields (2018) add to this by saying it is essential 

for universities to continually tweak and create content that is relevant and engaging for the 

needs of all the stakeholders.  

 

Global Higher Education Digital Marketing and Web Survey 2018 recorded responses from 

432 higher education recruitment professionals from 383 universities across the world. 

They found that Facebook and Instagram worked best for student recruitment followed by 

Youtube, Twitter and LinkedIn (Ascione, 2018). However, this platform may differ from 

university to university. Thus, universities need to decipher the complexities presented by 

various social media channels, identify the platform that works best for engaging with 

potential students, work towards mastering it and make it a part of their recruitment 

strategy for better student recruitment (Choudaha, 2013)  
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3.6. Role of social media marketing in attracting students 

 

Engelke (2008) believes that international students choose universities that best address 

and satisfy their needs. The first source of information gives the students a basic level of 

understanding of the university (Xiong et al., 2018). The use of digital technologies, 

campaigns on social media, perceived e-WOM, all play a crucial rule in the social media 

marketing strategy of a university as they are the areas students further investigate when 

researching a university. Choudaha (2013) suggests universities can replace the traditional 

education fairs with virtual fairs. This not only allows them to host fairs for a longer duration 

but also helps them connect with students from different geographies. Before applying to 

a university, students consider viewing the university’s facilities. These facilities are no 

longer limited to teaching and include other extra-curricular aspects like sports, campus, 

recreation, accommodation, cafeteria, classrooms, libraries and more. However, in the case 

of international students, it is not practical and feasible for them to personally do this. Xiong 

et al. (2018) propose the use of the recent live video feature on social media platforms like 

Facebook, Instagram, etc. to stream campus tours, different events held at the university to 

generate a buzz about the university among prospective students.  

 

Vrontis et al. (2018) highlight the importance of engagement for millennials. Universities 

should make conscious efforts to encourage students to participate in conversations and 

share their opinions and experiences (Zhu and Chen, 2015). University’s social media 

campaign basically includes competitions and activities initiated to engage the audience 

(Xiong et al., 2018). This engagement is further translated into an increased awareness of 

the university and enhances trust in the university as a brand (Boon-long and Wongsurawat, 

2015). Hence, social media campaigns can be considered as another major factor that 

appeals to the prospective audience; however, it is crucial for universities to regularly post 

relevant and engaging content, which is quite challenging.  

 

Social media lets friends and peers build a community and connect and communicate in a 

public and private environment; hence, their decisions are likely to be influenced by their 

peers (Bélanger, Bali and Longden, 2014). This makes e-WOM a critical source of 

information that affects people’s purchase decision (Boon-long and Wongsurawat, 2015). 

Universities should make efforts to generate a positive e-WOM which will, in turn help them 

attract more international students. And Choudaha (2013) suggests one way to do this is 

by engaging the alumni on the university’s social media pages, having the alumni do live 
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Q&A sessions with potential students and post video testimonials of International Alumni. 

The author also suggests localising social media pages to attract more international 

students. He cited the example of the University of Kentucky College of Arts and Sciences 

and how they developed a page on Sina Weibo and Renren with the help of their Chinese 

undergraduate students to appeal to the Chinese audience and help attract more 

applicants from China (Choudaha, 2013).  

 

Some other factors that influence the decision-making of international students include 

part-time job prospects to help support living costs, tuition fees, university reputation, etc. 

(Ahmad and Hussain, 2017; Cubillo et al., 2006). Ali-Choudhury et al. (2009) find visual 

imagery to be a significant influence on the decision making of prospective students while 

comparing universities. This makes it necessary for universities to integrate these factors 

into the social marketing strategy for attracting international students. Students now are 

shifting to a more consumerist perspective while choosing a university and are now mainly 

focussed on elements affecting their return-on-investment and career opportunities 

(Eggins, 2007; Maringe, 2006) than just getting “liberal education” (Doyle and Newbould, 

1980). As a result, universities increasingly began to market their ability to successfully offer 

placement to their graduates (Neustadt, 1994).  

 

According to Cubillo et al. (2006), students are increasingly growing conscious of the 

academic reputations of universities, and Hazelkorn (2011) states university rankings are 

among the major push-pull factors for potential students. Mattis (2019) further clarifies that 

these global university rankings are significant to students as they serve as a means to 

calculate ROI. The author adds that these rankings are beneficial to both students by 

helping them establish comparisons between universities and also to universities by 

helping them in building a global reputation. As per the European University Association’s 

report, 75% of the universities display their global rank as a part of their marketing strategy 

(Mattis, 2019). The Manager of QS Rankings said, “University rankings are here to stay for a 

long time.” Thus, integration of university rankings helps universities get a comparative 

edge and also attracts more international students. 
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3.7. Dark Social 

 

Lentz (2017) classifies the ways through which users share content on the web into three 

types of social sharing: open social, closed social and dark social. The author defines them 

as Open social: A means through which users share content on public social platforms like 

Twitter, Facebook, etc.; Closed Social: Users sharing content via closed social platforms like 

slack, WhatsApp; Dark Social: The sharing of content in which users copy the link of content 

from a source and paste it on closed social platforms like WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger. 

The author further states that the sharing that happens on closed social preserves a 

metadata link as it occurs via share-button, while dark social allows users to share content 

not through the share button but by manually copying and pasting the link; during which 

the metadata of the source is lost as soon as the next person opens it.   

 

The term ‘Dark Social’ was coined by Alexis Madrigal (2012), former deputy editor of The 

Atlantic and defined as “social traffic that is invisible to most analytics programs.” Parker 

(2017) simplifies this as the sharing of content that takes place through private channels like 

email, instant messaging apps, etc. Digital marketers are increasingly using this term for 

traffic that cannot be associated with any known source. According to the RadiumOne 

Report cited by Parker (2017), about 84% of outbound content sharing takes place through 

these private, untraceable sources.  

 

Figure 8 – Dark Social Dominates Sharing Activity (RadiumOne, 2016) 

 

According to Valentine (2019), there has been a change in the willingness of users to share 

the information which has caused them to shift from public sharing to private sharing. 

Glenday (2019) cites the research and insight director at We Are Social, André van Loon’s 
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opinion that the rapid increase in the use of private channels for content sharing can be 

associated with the level of comfort of the users. Lentz (2017) classifies this as the hidden 

world of social sharing. Some of the most popular dark social channels are messaging apps 

like WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, etc.; emails; native mobile apps like Instagram, 

Snapchat; and secure browsers that use HTTP (Parker, 2017). In 2018, the traffic received 

through dark social was twice compared to 2017 (Romao, 2017).  

 

Marketers are making constant and conscious efforts to measure the traffic and referrals 

received via various sources that show how users discovered a brand and its offerings to 

calculate the ROI of the invested resources (Kumar, 2017). With more and more people 

switching to private sharing channels, companies fail to link a considerable amount of data 

further failing to measure the degree of success of their marketing gigs (Romao, 2017).  

Content shared via private channels doesn’t include referrer’s data and often gets masked 

as direct traffic (Liddy, 2017).   

 

According to Kumar (2017), the content that is being shared through these private channels 

is also a form of e-WOM and can influence the attitude, trust and purchase decision of 

people. In Durnin’s (2018) opinion, the content shared on dark social can prove to be 

significant for companies as it has a greater impact on a niche audience. As per 

RadiumOne’s report, dark social contributes to about 70% of all online referrals. 

 

 

Figure 9 – Sharing through social media (Statista, 2017) 

 

Hatch (2019) states that dark social users are only set to increase year after year. Valentine 

(2019) claims that it is because dark social does not provide marketers with a key feature of 

trackability; businesses should not ignore its power. Parker (2017) believes the dark social 

to be a good marketing opportunity owing to its relevance in the various industries, its 



 35 

ability to reach a unique audience and identify interests (Hatch, 2019). Although tracking 

the traffic received through dark social might entirely not be possible, there are some things 

marketers can do to check the percentage of traffic referred via dark social. S-Lawler (2019) 

tells marketers to check the length of the link of the direct traffic because if the link is long, 

it would mean that, that is dark social traffic as it is not very likely that a user will organically 

type in long links. Madrigal (2012) makes a good point stating that the shareability of any 

content depends on how good the content is. So, marketers should be sure to create 

content that is relevant and engaging to boost its shareability among friends and family. 

Simpson (2016) says brands should introduce noticeable share button options to promote 

its use among people who would instead copy and paste these links.  

 

In her Internet Trends report, Mary Meeker reported that an average adult spent about 5.6 

hours each day using digital media and 55% of this time was spent on smartphones (cited 

in Hutchinson, 2018). A report from the Reuters Institute (2019) shows that about 62% of 

people depended on their mobile device to get news. This growing importance of 

smartphones makes it an important facet for marketing. A major reason for the staggering 

adoption of dark social is the introduction and evolution of smartphones and private 

messaging services like WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, etc. A RadiumOne study reports 

an up of 9% in the number of click-backs received via mobiles on dark social sharing sites 

(‘The Light and Dark of Social Sharing - Radium one’, 2015). Romao (2018) reports that 

WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, Viber and WeChat have more global monthly active 

users as compared to Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn and Twitter. WhatsApp blog shows 

that the app connects over 2 billion users across the globe. Grover (2020) suggests that 

marketers should leverage it to engage on a one-to-one basis with their audience. The 

permission-based marketing feature offered by WhatsApp allows brands to seek the 

permission of their audience to either share their contact details or reach the brand first. 

This presents brands with an opportunity to connect with their customers in real-time, have 

two-way interactions with them while still respecting the user’s privacy (Grover, 2020).  

 

WhatsApp Business and Messenger chatbots are some features that can be used to 

monetize this dark social opportunity (Valentine, 2019). The author cites the example of the 

‘Tango Squad’ campaign used as a marketing gig by Adidas. In this campaign, Adidas used 

Facebook messenger to reach and connect with upcoming footballers across the globe. 

The brand built a squad of brand advocates and promoted new products through them. 

This helped spread a positive e-WOM which helped Adidas influence its target audience: 
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footballers between 14-25 age bracket (Valentine, 2019).  Given the fact that dark social is 

becoming the largest source of traffic for brands, Valentine (2019) urges brands to 

incorporate it into their marketing strategies.   
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4. Research Aims and Objectives 
 

The research aim is a concise statement that describes the main goal or purpose of the 

undertaken study (Thomas and Hodges, 2010). Research objectives are detailed 

statements that discuss the investigation plans and reinforce a connection between the 

aims and the questions (Thomas and Hodges, 2010)  

 

Primary Aim: To understand the role played by Social Media Marketing and dark social in 

the increase in the number of International Students in Ireland.  

 

Primary Objective: Understanding how Irish Universities see Social Media Marketing and 

how they deploy Social Media Marketing in their student recruitment strategies  

 

Secondary aim: To make recommendations on how Irish Universities can better their Social 

Media Marketing to attract more international students to their universities.  

 

Secondary objective: To achieve the secondary aim, this study will focus on understanding 

the degree of trust laid by a prospective international student on the information obtained 

via Social Media, their general Social Media usage behaviour, preferences, the information 

they seek via Social Media, and understanding the type of content that enhances the trust 

and influences decision making the process of international students.  
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5. Research Questions 

 

Research questions are the questions the researchers aim to answer through their study. 

The researcher seeks to address the following questions through this study: 

 

Question 1: How do Irish universities currently use social media marketing? 

 

The researcher interviewed marketing representatives of four different Irish higher 

educational institutes in an attempt to answer this question. The answer to this question 

helped the researcher understand  

• Why Irish universities use social media marketing. 

• How Irish universities use social media marketing. 

• The challenges they face 

 

Question 2: Which social media platforms are used by international students seeking 

university-related information and which are the ones that influenced their decision-making 

process? 

 

To answer this question, the researcher employed a questionnaire. The answer to this 

question will help us to understand: 

• General Social media usage 

•   University-related information sought through Social Media 

•   The Social Media platforms visited for university information 

•   The timing and reason for liking the university Social Media page 

•   The level of satisfaction attained from the information on the university’s SM page 

•.  Degree of trust and reliability on Social Media for university information  

•   Social Media platform with maximum influence on university decision 

 

Question 3: What has been the role of Dark Social in the rise of international students 

coming to Ireland? 

 

This question will help us understand: 

•  The impact/influence of Dark Social on the decision-making process of international 

students 

•   The most commonly used private messaging platform for seeking university information 
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6. Research Methodology 

 

6.1. Introduction 

 

Saunders et al. (2019) define methodology as the selection of techniques and procedures 

used for collecting and analysing data to formulate findings and draw conclusions. The 

authors state that methodology lays out a process for the researcher, which includes the 

theoretical and philosophical assumptions concerning the topic of research and the 

implications of these for the chosen methods. The degree to which a study can succeed 

largely depends on the choice of the right methodology and its proper execution. This 

section is aimed at highlighting the research design and strategy, the methods used for 

collecting data, the population and sampling, reliability, validity, ethical considerations, and 

other limitations.  

 

6.2. Purpose 

 

Saunders et al. (2019) state that research purpose aids the understanding of the anticipated 

conclusion of the research and classify it into three types: exploratory, descriptive, and 

explanatory. The research purpose is a statement that condenses and summarizes the main 

goal of the undertaken research project (Salkind, 2010).  

 

This research was fundamentally carried out to investigate the role social media marketing 

and dark social in international student attraction and recruitment at Irish universities. For 

this, the researcher studied phenomena like social media, social media marketing, dark 

social, brand trust through social media and also by understanding the current situation.  

 

Cooper and Schindler (2014) state that exploratory research is performed for areas that 

have limited empirical literature and is not used to test a hypothesis; rather, it is used for 

the formulation of one. This research given the scarcity of existing literature, therefore, takes 

an exploratory stance as its objective is to evaluate the current situation, draw insights from 

it, and look at it from a fresh perspective (Robson, 2002). The other huge advantage of 

exploratory research is that it gives the researcher a lot of flexibility (Saunders et al., 2019).  
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6.3. Research Onion 

 

The researcher used the research onion as the methodology to write and structure the 

thesis, collect data and formulate the findings to address the research questions to meet 

the main aims of the research. Saunders et al. (2019) proposed the research onion, a 

metaphor, as a framework to illustrate all the different layers of research like the approach, 

philosophy, methodical choices, data collection and analysis techniques.  

 

 

Figure 10 – Research Onion (Saunders et al., 2009) 

 

6.4. Research Philosophy 

 

Research philosophy refers to the set of beliefs and assumptions about the development 

and nature of knowledge (Saunders et al., 2019). The purpose of research evolves from 

these assumptions (Hitchcock et al., 1995). These assumptions depend on the individuals’ 

extent of knowledge and the way they view it (Saunders et al., 2009) which means that their 

assumptions about the knowledge, the way they gained this knowledge and the way they 

see it differs from individual to individual (Cohen et al., 2013).  
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Considering that this research is exploratory, and the extent of knowledge, it would not be 

best to use any single approach. Hence, the researcher selected pragmatism as the 

philosophy as it gives the researcher the liberty to choose the methods and techniques, 

they think best suit their aims and also because pragmatism deals with facts and 

emphasizes on the results (Crowther and Lancaster, 2008). 

 

6.5. Research Approach  

 

Saunders et al. (2019) highlight the two main types of research approaches for reasoning: 

Deductive and Inductive, in their research onion. Ketokivi and Mantere (2010) cited in 

Saunders et al. (2019) define deductive approach as an approach where the conclusions 

are reached from a set of pre-identified and defined premises; and inductive approach as 

an approach that is used when a gap is identified in the knowledge.  

 

According to Creswell (2014), the approach depends on the research and the nature of the 

research. The author states that researchers working on fairly new topics and for topics that 

have very little literature should use an inductive approach to collect and analyze data 

(Creswell, 2014).  

 

There is a lot written about how social media marketing has impacted student recruitment 

for countries like Turkey, the UK, the US, Canada, Australia, New Zealand (Irfan et al., 2017; 

Chen, 2008; Binsardi and Ekwulugo, 2003; Collins, 2010). However, the literature and 

knowledge around social media marketing and its role in attracting international students 

to Ireland are very scarce. Given this, the outcomes of this study can and will not depend 

on any experiment or previous literature or hypothesis. The outcomes will rather be 

determined based on the reviewed literature and understanding the perspectives of 

international students and Irish universities, making them the two major contributors to this 

research. 

 

The researcher, therefore, takes an inductive approach for this study. Following an 

inductive approach, the researcher takes a bottom-up method for developing a theory 

(Saunders et al., 2019). According to Bernard (2011), an inductive approach allows the 

researcher the necessary freedom to choose their research method, provided they do not 

deviate from the topic.  
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6.6. Qualitative and Quantitative Research 

 

Saunders et al. (2019) state that any research involving numeric data can be classified as 

quantitative and researchers that include the collection and processing of non-numeric 

data are qualitative. 

 

Creswell (2014) describes qualitative research as one that requires the researcher to 

explore and understand the meaning of what people regard as a personal or social issue. 

According to Willig (2017), qualitative research is based on the premise of ‘Interpretation’ 

as it focusses on ‘meaning’ and ‘meaning-making.’ Though qualitative research deals with 

words and their meanings, Creswell (2014) states that the researchers performing 

qualitative research have the liberty to use quantitative findings with numeric evidence. 

  

Creswell (2014) describes a quantitative research method as the one that collects data 

analyzes and interprets data based on people’s attitudes, opinions, etc. to quantify a 

problem. In more natural terms, quantitative research makes use of numbers and statistics 

to provide detailed knowledge, or interpret findings, or identify patterns.  

 

Qualitative research uses in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, and observation to 

collect data, while quantitative research uses polls, surveys, questionnaires to do the same.  

 

6.7. Methodical Choice 

 

Saunders at al. (2019) illustrate the three methodical choices: mono-methods, multi-

methods, and mixed-methods. Saunders et al. (2019) define mixed methods as a 

combination of quantitative and qualitative techniques for data collection and analysis. 

 

The researcher chose to use mixed methods for this study because according to Creswell 

(2014), this integration of two forms of data (numeric and non-numeric) gives a deeper 

insight and a better understanding of the problem and complements each other while 

offsetting the drawbacks of each technique (Johnson and Turner, 2003). Saunders et al. 

(2019) state that even though this method uses both qualitative and quantitative data, it 

does not combine them. This means qualitative data is analysed qualitatively, and 

quantitative data is analysed quantitatively. This analysis can, however, happen parallelly 

(at the same time) or sequentially (one after the other, depending on the research design.  
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The researcher chose mixed methods also because coupling the power of exploratory 

research with the mixed method for collecting data helps a researcher to study a problem 

area and make recommendations for the same (McKenzie and Danforth, 2009) which is the 

secondary aim of the research. 

 

6.8. Research Design 

 

Mixing, linking, or integrating the data at an appropriate stage is a crucial aspect of mixed 

methods.  This research aims to understand the current situation of social media marketing 

at Irish universities and the challenges in attracting international students to recommend 

ways to develop their strategies.  

 

Creswell (2014) states that in an exploratory sequential mixed methods design, the 

researcher first collects and analyses qualitative data and uses the themes identified 

through this process to develop a quantitative instrument to explore the research problem 

in-depth.  

 

As very little is known about the chosen topic, this research uses exploratory sequential 

mixed method design as it would help the researcher first to understand the variables 

necessary to study through qualitative research and then help him/her study those variables 

quantitatively. This helps build confidence in the themes, issues, or variables being 

addressed (Saunders et al., 2019). 

 

As described by Creswell (2014), in the first stage, the researcher qualitatively explored the 

topic by interviewing the marketing representatives of different Irish institutes. The 

researcher then analysed the data and used the qualitative findings to develop a 

questionnaire that was used to collect quantitative data from international students in 

Ireland. After analysing the data from the questionnaire, the researcher finally presented an 

interpretation of the complete analysis.  
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Figure 11 – Exploratory Sequential Mixed Methods Design (Wu, 2011) 

 

 

6.9. Research Strategy 

 

Research strategy provides a strategic connection between the philosophy, approach and 

the data collection and analysis methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). For this study, the 

researcher made a strategic choice of using ethnography. Derived from the Greek words 

‘ethnos’ meaning people and ‘graphei’ meaning to write (Reeves et al., 2013), ethnography 

is a qualitative research method used to study the social subjects, their views on the world 

and their behaviour (Saunders et al., 2009). This strategy was chosen primarily because it 

emphasizes the context and allows the researcher to explore themes and develop a deep 

understanding from the perspective of the subjects (Saunders et al., 2009). Another major 

reason for this choice was that ethnography complements inductive approach. 

Ethnography is different from other forms of inquiry, as it is flexible and does not 

hypothesize the research, nor is it undertaken to test any hypothesis, it rather aims at 

developing a rich narrative (Reeves et al., 2013). Ethnographic researchers take an 

exploratory stance and carefully observe or interact with the participants to develop an 

understanding (Saunders et al., 2009; Reeves et al., 2013).  

 

6.10. Data Collection 

 

According to Saunders et al. (2019), research design plays a vital role in determining the 

method for data collection. Data can be categorized into primary and secondary. For this 

thesis, the researcher used both primary and secondary data.  
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6.10.1. Primary data 

 

The researcher has adopted a mixed-methods technique for primary data collection. The 

primary data collected for this study can further be categorized as qualitative (data 

collected from interviews) and quantitative (data collected from questionnaires). For 

exploratory studies the adoption of mixed research methods involving the use of interviews 

and questionnaires comes with its own set of flaws and inconsistencies. However, according 

to researchers, if the time gap between the data collection techniques is kept minimum 

then these inconsistencies can be limited (Creswell, 2014). The researcher has taken this 

into account, and to avoid such discrepancies in this thesis, the time gap between the 

qualitative and quantitative data collection has been kept to a minimum. 

 

6.10.1.1. Semi-structured interviews 
 

Saunders et al. (2019) state that the purpose of the research, the nature of the questions, 

and the extent to which personal contact needs to be established, determine the type of 

interview that should be conducted. Semi-structured interviews are the type of interviews 

wherein the interviewer has a set of pre-defined questions or themes that need to be 

addressed. The way these are different from structured interviews is the fact that these 

interviews give the interviewer the necessary freedom to omit or ask additional questions 

to add meaning to the answers based on the responses recorded. Hence, the researcher 

followed a semi-structured interview design.  

 

The researcher made this choice also because according to Robson (2002), in exploratory 

research, semi-structured interviews can be instrumental in finding out the current situation 

and draw insights. The choice of using semi-structured interviews as a part of mixed 

methods is justified because it helped the researcher to validate the findings from 

questionnaires (Bryman, 2006). This study required the researcher to interview marketing 

managers or representatives from Irish universities, and Saunders et al. (2019) found that 

managers prefer to be interviewed rather than fill a questionnaire for a topic that is relevant 

to their work which further justifies this choice.  

 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted for this study as they provide reliable and 

comparable qualitative data giving the respondents the required freedom to express their 
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views and also works best when you won’t get the chance to interview someone more than 

once (Cohen and Crabtree, 2006).  

 

The researcher conducted interviews with marketing managers or representatives of 

different Irish higher education institutes. All the interviews were conducted on Zoom and 

lasted from 30 minutes to an hour. The marketing representatives were first approached 

with a request to participate in the interview where they were briefed about the topic and 

nature of the research in advance. After they agreed to participate in the interview, they 

were given the list of themes and questions beforehand, and their consent to record the 

interview was taken. The line of questions consisted of mostly open-ended questions 

allowing the participants to describe their experience extensively. The researcher also 

made use of probing questions to explore in detail the responses that are of significance 

(Saunders et al., 2019).  

 

6.10.1.2. Questionnaire 
 

According to Creswell (2014), a survey questionnaire provides the researcher with 

quantitative data for a particular trend, people’s attitudes, opinions, etc. Questionnaires 

were used in the second phase of primary data collection for this thesis and to develop 

knowledge around the desired empirical subject. deVaus (2002) defined a questionnaire 

as a data collection technique in which each respondent is asked to answer the same set of 

questions in a pre-decided order.  This makes it an effective way to collect data from a large 

sample set (Saunders et al., 2019). Questionnaires can be used as a part of mixed methods 

to complement, validate, or explore themes discovered through interviews (Saunders et al., 

2019). The researcher, therefore, used a self-administered questionnaire that was 

circulated through the internet to validate the findings from the interviews.   

 

The questionnaire was designed on google forms and circulated to the target audience via 

Facebook, Instagram, University WhatsApp groups, and email. It consisted of 31 questions 

divided across seven sections, including demographics. The questions were based on the 

findings of the semi-structured interview; some questions were adapted from Vrontis et al. 

(2018) and Reddy (2014). The researcher designed the questionnaire using open-ended, 

close-ended and forced-choice questions ranging from list, category, ranking questions to 

understand the social media usage behaviour, the social media platforms used, the degree 

to which they trust the information available on social media, Degree of satisfaction attained 
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from information on Social Media Platforms, Type of content found engaging on Social 

Media , Information type that is shared the most by the target audience on Social Media 

and the channel used for sharing, Sense of comfort in communicating with university 

professionals or current university students on Social media (openly or privately). 

 

Through open-ended questions, the researcher intended to give the respondents a chance 

to answer in more detail and validate the relevance and appropriateness of their responses 

(Reja et al., 2003). Close and forced-choice questions were used as these questions 

required minimal writing and hence provided more convenience to the respondents and 

also because the pre-determined responses are easier to evaluate (Saunders et al., 2019).  

 

6.10.2. Secondary Data 

 

Any form of raw data or published summary can be considered as secondary data 

(Saunders et al., 2019). The researcher refers to the literature reviewed for philosophical 

assumptions and developing a research problem as secondary data.  For this study, the 

researcher refers to the literature reviewed as the secondary data. The secondary data 

helped the researcher identify the already known themes and theories and the contribution 

this study will make (Hennink et al., 2011). The existing literature around this study revolves 

around the factors that affect the decision making of students when choosing a university, 

how Canadian, American, Australian use social media to attract more students, brand trust 

and brand image through social media. However, there is not much literature on the role 

of social media marketing in attracting international students to Ireland. Considering this, 

the primary data plays a huge role in enabling the researcher to formulate the findings. 

 

6.11. Sampling and Population 

 

Saunders et al. (2019) state that individuals who can offer insights on a chosen topic 

because of a particular experience, all constitute the research population. Quinlan (2011) 

defines sampling as the process of drawing out a sample from the entire population. There 

are two major sampling techniques: probability and non-probability (Saunders et al., 2019).  

 

As for quantitative data, this thesis concerns students, the researcher used non-probability 

sampling because it involves the selection of participants based on a non-random criterion. 

For the thesis, the respondents needed to be international students currently enrolled in 
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an Irish university. Hence, the researcher chose ‘purposive sampling’ as it would allow 

him/her to use their judgement to employ participants based on their knowledge and 

experience around the desired topic (Etikan et al., 2016).  

 

Purposive sampling techniques can be further divided into different categories based on 

their strategies. For this study, the researcher used a maximum variation or heterogeneous 

sampling technique as it enabled the researcher to choose candidates from a broad 

spectrum concerning the selected research topic, in this case being the international 

students from different countries who are currently enrolled in Irish universities (Etikan et 

al., 2016). According to Creswell (2014), this technique allows the researcher to collect 

diverse responses. For qualitative data, the researcher again used maximum variation 

purposive sampling technique to reach marketing professionals from different universities 

and colleges across Ireland. 

 

Defining the sample size in advance is not necessary while using purposive sampling 

because in this technique the sample size is determined based on factors like the time 

available, objectives of research and data saturation (Etikan et al., 2016). Hence, data was 

collected until substantive information was acquired, the reason why convenient sampling 

was not chosen (as it demands a pre-determined sample size) for this research.  

 

6.12. Reliability and Validity 

 

The reliability of the research is the degree of consistency of the results yielded from data 

collection, and analysis techniques and validity refer to the extent to which the findings 

represent the issue being discussed (Saunders et al., 2019). In simple words, reliability deals 

with the consistency and validity deals with the accuracy of research. Reliability and validity 

of a research determine its quality. There are several threats to the quality of the research, 

and a researcher needs to tackle these threats to minimize their impacts to develop a good 

research (Saunders et al., 2019). 

 

Abowitz and Toole (2010) state that the use of a single research method in social science is 

not the best choice. Therefore, the researcher adopted a mixed-methods strategy as it 

involves using two or more data collection techniques to counterbalance the problems and 

threats arising from each of the techniques used, thereby enhancing the quality of the 

research. 
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6.12.1. Semi-structured interviews 

 

There are several issues with semi-structured interviews that affect the quality of the 

research. The lack of standardization in semi-structured interviews poses a major threat to 

its reliability. However, Marshall and Rossman (1999) argue that such non-standardized 

techniques are used to reflect on issues at a particular time and are not intended to 

repeatable. Such interviews are used to explore themes that are complex and dynamic, and 

it would not be practical or feasible for a research to attempt to make them replicable 

(Marshall and Rossman, 1999). The semi-structured interviews were conducted to get an 

understanding of the current situation of social media marketing plans of universities in 

Ireland.   

 

Saunders et al. (2019) state that factors like level of knowledge, level of information given 

to the participants, questioning, listening, recording data impact on the validity of the 

research. To minimize the effect of these threats, the researcher followed the five Ps mantra: 

Prior planning prevents poor performance (Saunders et al., 2019). The researcher read 

many books, journals, articles available online, and in the library to review the literature 

around the empirical topic. The researcher enhanced the validity by providing the 

participants with a list of questions and themes allowing them time to gather any supporting 

knowledge or data to prepare for the interview (Saunders et al., 2019) and also made sure 

that the questions were free of jargon and clear to understand. During the interview, the 

researcher gave the participants enough time to formulate their responses. The researcher 

recorded the interviews with the consent of the participants to make sure there were no 

discrepancies between what was said and understood.  

 

6.12.2. Questionnaire 

 

For a questionnaire to be reliable, it must be robust (Saunders et al., 2019). However, not 

all questions that are reliable will be valid. The researcher has ensured that the questions 

are clear and easy to understand, and there is a logical flow to the questionnaire to enhance 

the validity. The researcher also divided the questionnaire into sections to alter its layout.  

 

The researcher made use of open-ended, close-ended, and forced-choice questions 

ranging from list, category, ranking questions. Although close-ended and forced-choice 

questions were used, the questionnaire provided the respondents with a high degree of 



 50 

openness to boost their validity. The researcher provided clear instructions for each 

question, making sure there was no gap between what was expected and what was done. 

The questionnaire was circulated three weeks after the completion of the interview to 

maintain its relevance. The questionnaire was designed in a way to minimize neutral bias.  

 

6.13. Ethical Consideration 

 

Research ethics define the behavioural standards and morals of the researcher concerning 

the rights of the participants and anyone else affected by the study (Saunders et al., 2019). 

The researcher has cited and referenced all secondary data collected from different books, 

journals, articles, etc. The researcher included an information sheet outlining the purpose 

and nature of the study and has taken informed consent from all survey participants. The 

researcher also informed the participants that their participation is voluntary, and they have 

the right to withdraw at any point in time. The researcher has maintained anonymity and 

did not collect any sensitive information that could be used to personally identify any 

participant. All data collected by the researcher is strictly used for this thesis. The interview 

participants were also briefed about the research topic and purpose. The interviews were 

recorded after getting the participants’ consent. The researcher de-identified the interview 

participants while transcribing the data and has nowhere provided any information that 

could identify them. The researcher will also permanently destroy the data upon successful 

completion of the thesis.  

 

6.14. Limitations 

 

This research has a few limitations. The literature and data available around the undertaken 

study is scant. The sample size is also relatively small, and hence the data collected has 

been used to make a generic assumption. The researcher faced a lot of accessibility issues 

in terms of getting permissions for interviews due to the unprecedented and unfortunate 

outbreak of the Covid-19 and could only interview marketing representatives of four 

different Irish higher education institutes, and adhering to the social-distancing measures, 

the interviews could only be conducted via video-calls. However, the survey and its findings 

helped overcome this limitation to some extent. This research also does not take into 

account any effects of Covid-19. This research is aimed at studying the role of social media 

marketing and dark social in attracting international student to Irish universities; however, 

it does not focus on any specific university or students from any particular country. 
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7. Data Analysis and Results 

 

In this section, the analysis procedures for the semi-structured interviews with the marketing 

professionals from different Irish universities and the survey rolled out to international 

students in Ireland will be discussed, and the results will be presented. 

 

7.1. Semi-structured interviews 

 

Interviews were conducted with marketing professionals from five Irish universities. 

However, due to the nature of the interview and the responses, data from one interview was 

discounted, and only four interviews were analysed. The researcher used cross-column and 

thematic analysis for analysing the interview data.  

 

Thematic analysis (TA) is the most widely used method for identifying, analysing and 

reporting themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). TA was used because it is a foundational 

method that provides the core skills to conduct qualitative analysis (Braun and Clarke, 

2006). TA was also used because it is free of any theoretical framework and allows the 

researcher a flexible, bottom-up approach to develop themes. 

 

Braun and Clarke (2006) outlined a 6-step guide to conducting a thematic analysis. The 

steps were: 

 

1. Becoming familiar with the data.  

2. Generating initial codes.  

3. Searching for themes.  

4. Reviewing themes.  

5. Defining and naming themes.  

6. Producing the report. 

 

Following this 6-step guide, the researcher first got familiar with the data by listening to the 

data and accurately transcribing it. Then the researcher used cross-column analysis to 

gather, summarize and organize quotations from the interviews for each question and to 

explore the links and gaps between different responses. This helped the researcher in 

carrying out an initial coding. Then, the questions were grouped according to the insights 

and the supporting ideas to generate themes. In this phase, the researcher identified 11 
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themes which in the next step were aggregated to 9 and then narrowed down to 5 themes. 

In the following step, the researcher named the themes as follows: Current Marketing Plan, 

Main Goal for using Social Media, Effectiveness of Social Media Platforms, Content Used by 

Irish Universities and Major Challenges Faced by Irish universities. The final analysis is 

presented below. 

 

Table 1 - Participant's Profile 

 

 

7.1.1. Theme 1: Current Marketing Plan 
 

The only piece of literature available around the chosen study indicates that Irish 

Universities have delayed their investments in digital marketing and are still investing very 

little in digital marketing compared to their counterparts in the UK, the US, Australia, 

Canada, and New Zealand (Kelly, 2018). Theme 1 presents excerpts from the cross-column 

analysis of questions 1 and 2 to evaluate this statement. 

 

Table 2 - Cross-column analysis of question 1 
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Table 3 - Cross-column analysis of question 2 
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Interview 1: 

 

R1 reported that they use everything from cinema, radio and newspaper advertising, on-

campus events, international careers fairs to paid campaigns on social media platforms, 

and targeted ads on various platforms like Spotify as well as podcasts on RTE Player. R1 

stated that although they have moved a lot of their marketing budget to digital, the budget 

split between digital and traditional marketing would still be 30% digital and 70% 

traditional. R1 also reported that they have done very little in terms of digital marketing for 

countries outside of Europe and are still dependent on their agent network for recruiting 

international students. 

 

Interview 2: 

 

Even though I2 invests 70% of its marketing budget in digital marketing, R2 also reported 

to be dependent on their agents in different countries to manage recruitment on behalf of 

the university. They also work with Education in Ireland by attending international 

recruitment fairs. In terms of digital marketing, R2 stated that they primarily relied on their 

website and social media platforms and paid google ads. 

 

Interview 3: 

 

R3 also reported using traditional marketing means such as radio and press and digital 

platforms like their website and social media channels. R3 stated that they had agreements 

with various online publications to market their institute to the local audience internationally 

and closely worked with agencies to run campaigns that would target audiences based on 

their interest, geography, and the platforms they use. For international student recruitment, 

R3 indicated that they work with agents and also have appointed staff internationally to 

attend recruitment events on behalf of I3. Interesting information shared by R3 was that 

separate corporate and student social media channels were used to market the institute to 

other counsellors and potential students, respectively.  
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Interview 4: 

 

The budget split for digital and traditional marketing, as reported by R4 indicates that they 

spend about 75% of their marketing budget on traditional marketing activities. Alike all 

other participants, R4 also reported relying hugely on their agent network, attending fairs, 

and organic marketing through social media platforms for international marketing, R4 also 

reported having agreements with course listing pages and alumni pages. Surprisingly, 

unlike all other participants, RP4 stated that they don’t make use of paid promotions. 

 

Summary of Theme 1: 

 

All participants attended recruitment fairs and used social media platforms to market their 

institute organically. Overall, it can be seen that all participants except R4 used some kind 

paid promotions like behaviourally or geographically targeted ads on social media and 

other digital platforms both education-specific like course-listing pages and non-education 

specific like Spotify to promote their institution.  Regardless their budget split, the fact that 

all participants heavily relied on their partner agents in different countries for international 

student recruitment and R3’s statement indicating that they used separate social media 

channels to market their institute to other businesses and student; goes to show that Irish 

universities use a unique two-fold business model, wherein they first market themselves to 

partner agents via B2B marketing who create the awareness of the institute’s existence 

among prospective students. Once students apply to the university, it is then that the 

universities use B2C marketing through social media platforms to convert these potential 

candidates into real students.  
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7.1.2. Theme 2: Main Goal for using Social Media Marketing 
 

In the words of R3, Ireland is an attractive country to come and study. However, Ireland is 

minuscule when compared to the most preferred study abroad destinations like the UK, the 

US, Canada, Australia (educations.com, 2019). So before promoting individual institutions, 

as reported by ‘The Internationalisation of Irish Higher Education’, Irish institutions have 

emphasized on the need to collectively promote Ireland as a destination for further 

education (monitor.icef.com, 2018). Theme 2 presents excerpts from the cross-column 

analysis of question 3 that support these findings.  

 

Table 4 - Cross-column analysis of question 3 

 

 

Interview 1: 

 

R1 reported that their primary goal for using social media marketing was to engage all their 

stakeholders and target audience.  
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Interview 2: 

 

R2’s main goal for using social media marketing was primarily to raise awareness about 

Ireland as a study destination and then about their university. Another reason for using 

social media marketing is to showcase to prospective students what the experience will be 

like at the university and to keep the current students updated.  

 

Interview 3: 

 

R3 stated that their prime goal was to increase brand awareness by reaching out to wider 

audiences and then to make a conversion ideally. 

 

Interviewer 4: 

 

R4’s main goal is two-fold, first to have a current student or alumni convey the experience 

of the city and the university and its offerings and second to provide expertise on non-

academic facilities like visa, accommodation, etc. 

 

Summary of Theme 2: 

 

Overall it can be seen that the main goal for using social media marketing at Irish 

universities is to promote their university and its offerings in a non-tutored fashion. 

Although universities have homogeneous offerings, the way they promote their campus, 

university environment, courses, events, etc. to engage their audience is unique to each 

university and their social media strategy. The level of engagement further impacts brand 

awareness. The more your content is interacted with, the more it gets shared which helps a 

wider audience recognize you. Therefore, universities make strong efforts to ensure 

maximum engagement. According to R3, students now “want to see and find out more 

about is not just the specifics of the course, they want to know will I be employed after my 

course, what potential job opportunities or career options are there for me after my 

course?“ Therefore, Irish universities make conscious efforts to promote Ireland as a study 

abroad destination.  
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7.1.3. Theme 3: Effectiveness of Social Media Platforms 
 

A huge amount of credit for the creation of social media goes to universities itself. The 

supposedly largest social media platform Facebook was created to help students of 

Harvard university connect. The growing popularity of such social media platforms has 

opened new doors for universities to reach and interact with their audiences. Cross-column 

analysis of question 4 and 5 help explore this theme in detail. 

 

Table 5 - Cross-column analysis of question 4 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 59 

Table 6 - Cross-column analysis of question 5 

 

 

Interview 1: 

 

R1 reported using Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, Twitter, Snapchat, and YouTube. When 

asked about the best performing platform, R1 said that earlier Facebook worked best for 

engaging the students, however now it was hitting more of influencers like parents and 

alumni who can advocate it to others. In terms of engaging students, Instagram and 

Snapchat are major for I1. R1 also said that the choice of platforms also depends on the 

kind of information and content that needs to be disseminated.  
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Interview 2: 

 

Like R1, R2 also reported that there has been a shift in student engagement from Facebook 

to Snapchat and Instagram. However, Facebook still served as an awareness-raising 

platform. R2 also indicated to be using Twitter, LinkedIn and YouTube. 

 

Interview 3: 

 

R3 also mentioned using Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram, Twitter and LinkedIn and also Tik 

Tok and YouTube to some extent. According to R3, the platform that students engage on 

depends on a lot of factors like the age of the students, the country they are in and the 

course they are looking for.  

 

Interview 4: 

 

In line with R1 and R3, R4 also believes that students engage on various platforms 

depending on their age and the choice of platform for the university depends on the kind 

of message they're aiming to convey.  

 

Summary of Theme 3: 

 

Given that most of the social media platforms are free to use, it is no surprise that 

universities are present on all major platforms like Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter, 

LinkedIn and YouTube. The reason universities use so many different platforms is that 

different audiences engage on different platforms depending on factors like age, 

geography, etc. According to R1, universities should engage students on platforms that 

they use rather than enticing them to other platforms. Most of the participants reported that 

Facebook was attracting more of influencers like parents and alumni, while a lot of potential 

students engaged on Instagram and Snapchat. With the diversity in the choice of social 

media platforms, universities should consider the nature of the platform and the content 

before devising the social media marketing strategy. R1 said that because platforms like 

Snapchat and Instagram allow reasonably limited messaging, they are used to disseminate 

surface-level information in video and image formats. On the other hand, Facebook 

supports a long textual and visual representation of content. R4 also shared some 

interesting insights stating that Facebook and Instagram serve as awareness-raising 
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platforms, while Twitter is used to give real-time updates; hence, not many students engage 

on Twitter unless they start attending the university. The effectiveness of these platforms is 

no longer measured through direct sales, but through more diverse ways like the number 

of likes, re-tweets, shares which in-turn endorse a brand (Mitchell, 2011). Hence, universities 

need to feed relevant and interesting content depending on the channel and the audience 

to get maximum engagement and spread e-WOM. R1 highlights the importance and 

influence of e-WOM by stating that they reserve a part of their budget to target parents and 

other people who could impact a potential student’s final decision. Universities should 

identify the social media channels ‘most’ used by the target audience and couple it with the 

kind of information they seek on those platforms. 
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7.1.4. Theme 4: Content Used by Universities 
 

As mentioned earlier, with the education sector being saturated with options, and 

universities having somewhat homogeneous offerings, it becomes imperative for 

universities to differentiate themselves from to get an edge over their competitors. For this, 

universities are leveraging social media to boost their brand and attract more potential 

students. However, the way they do it differs from university to university. The cross-column 

analysis of questions 6 and 7 help understand the kind of content being used by Irish Higher 

Ed Institutes.  

 

Table 7 - Cross-column analysis of question 6 
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Table 8 - Cross-column analysis of question 7 

 

 

 

Interview 1: 

 

R1 believes that video content works best for engaging both current and potential students 

and reported using student testimonials showcasing their experience, live Q&A sessions, 

campus tours to engage them. 

 

Interview 2: 

 

R2 also highlighted the use of testimonials of students from different parts of the world to 

help potential students get an understanding of what the university experience would be 

like. To engage current students, R2 reported creating videos showing the on-going 

activities and celebrating student achievements. Apart from this, they claimed to be 

arranging live Q&A sessions and other career workshops.  
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Interview 3: 

 

R3 indicated that also relied on video content to engage both current and prospective 

students. They made use of video testimonials of alumni sharing their experience and 

displayed the career workshops as well. 

 

Interview 4: 

 

R4 emphasized on the importance of student’s voice and said that they used video 

testimonials, live Q&A sessions with alumni, pictures of Ireland to engage students. 

 

Summary of Theme 4: 

 

R3 highlighted the importance of video content and said that they get maximum 

engagement through video content. All the participants used video content to promote 

their brand and increase engagement. This reinforces the claim made by R3. R4 stated that 

students know what marketing is and more receptive to blogs, articles, reviews, etc. from 

other students rather than the college itself. All the participants acknowledged the value of 

honest and authentic content in elevating a prospective student’s trust in a university and 

the huge influence it has on their decision-making process. Given all this, all participants 

made use of testimonials of alumni sharing their experiences at and with the university. 

Apart from this, universities also created campus tour videos and videos showing the 

current happenings and also covered their career workshops and live Q&A sessions via 

social media. Although R4 believed the content that works to engage current students is 

not very different from the one that works well with prospective students, R3 made a good 

point stating that the style in which the content is delivered depends on the level of 

association of the students with the university. R4 added that universities are formal with 

potential students because it is usually their introduction to the university, while with current 

students, they tend to be more relaxed and casual. R1 brought to light the importance of 

fresh and relevant content to be able to appeal to a broader audience and engage them.  
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7.1.5. Theme 5: Major Challenges Faced by Irish universities 
 

The evolution of social media has undoubtedly provided businesses with many 

opportunities to interact with their audience. However, there are many challenges in the 

successful implementation of a social media marketing strategy. The cross-column analysis 

of question 8 helps explore the challenges faced by Irish Higher Ed Institutes. 

 

Table 9 - Cross-column analysis of question 8 
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Interview 1: 

 

According to R1, the biggest challenge is the lack of resources both in terms of human and 

budget. Another challenge that R1 highlighted was that of management buy-in for using 

social media because most of the faculty members are senior and are more inclined 

towards using traditional marketing means. Another challenge is that these senior faculty 

don’t use the recent platforms like Instagram, and hence, there are some technical 

challenges like training them, which is time-consuming. R1 believed that having localised 

content could help attract more international students but added the lack of local content 

as another challenge. Apart from this, content creation and management are a few 

challenges that R1 highlighted, but these are, in turn, related to the lack of resources.  

 

Interview 2: 

 

R2 also reported a lack of resources as a major challenge. Other than that, R2 said 

replicating the campus experience online is another challenge. R2 said that managing the 

noise on social media is difficult because they have only one digital marketing officer, and 

it becomes difficult for them to monitor everything. And with social media, you cannot 

control what is being said, which means there is a possibility of negative e-WOM.  

 

Interview 3: 

 

R3 mentioned that they have only two people responsible for digital marketing. In R3’s 

opinion, there are several challenges with content creation, like delivering the right 

message to the right audience and finding the balance between relevant content and 

engagement and also promotion.  

 

Interview 4: 

 

R4 earlier informed that they don’t do any kinds of paid promotion and only depend on 

traditional marketing and organic marketing through social media. So, the major challenge 

they face is in terms of reach because regardless of how good the content is, the audience 

gets capped unless you pay to boost your content.  
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Summary of Theme 5: 

 

For international marketing, universities are still reliant on agents and not exploring digital 

channels as much. A major reason for this is the lack of resources and lack of local 

knowledge. All participants reported this lack of resources in terms of budget and 

workforce as a major challenge. Social media marketing requires a specialized skill set 

which adds cost to the universities in terms of budget to recruit and train human resources. 

In the words of R2, they do less because they have less. All participants reported being 

having about 1 or 2 people handling the university’s digital marketing. Hence, it gets 

difficult to monitor and respond to every query or comment. This can sometimes leave a 

wrong impression on the minds of potential students and can lead to negative e-WOM. The 

fact that the audience gets capped unless you pay to boost content is another challenge 

highlighted by R4. All this goes to show the importance of both monetary and human 

resources for successful implementation of social media marketing. Apart from this, the 

resistance from senior faculty to use social media marketing over traditional marketing and 

their inexperience in using social media platforms are also some challenges that Irish 

universities face. When it comes to social media marketing, content is king. Irish universities 

find creating and managing content a challenging task. R4 shared a rule of thirds where 

ideally a third of the content should be promotional, a third should be for engagement, and 

a third should be shared expert content. However, striking the right balance between these 

is a challenge.  
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7.2. Questionnaire 

 

This section presents and analyses responses of 110 international students in Ireland. 

Although 112 responses were recorded, 2 were disregarded because it had missing data 

which would further impact the regression analysis.  

 

7.2.1. Part 1: Demographics 
 

Of 110 participants, 53.6% were males, while 46.4% were females. 71.8% of the participants 

were 18-29 years old, 26.4% were 30-40 years old, and only 1.8% of the total participants 

belonged to the over 40 years old age group. 

 

 

Figure 12 – Gender and Age 
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7.2.2. Part 2: General Social Media Usage 
 

 

 

Figure 13 - Which of the following social media platforms do you use? 

 

The survey found WhatsApp to be the most used social media platform, with 95.5% of the 

total participants using it. Instagram was a close second at 91.8%, followed by Facebook at 

88.2%, YouTube at 87.3% and LinkedIn at 84.5%. While platforms like Facebook 

Messenger, Twitter, Snapchat and Google+ had a fair number of users, other platforms like 

WeChat, Pinterest, Tumblr, Renren (Chinese platform and TikTok recorded very low 

numbers (Figure 13). 
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Figure 14 - How active are you on these social media platforms? 

 

 

WhatsApp was the platform that most of the participants were highly active on, followed by 

Instagram.  Facebook, LinkedIn and YouTube roughly had almost the same number of 

highly active participants, while the activity of the participants on other platforms ranged 

majorly from occasional to none (Figure 14). 
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Figure 15 - Why do you use these social media platforms?   

 

When asked about the reason for using social media platforms, 98.2% of the participants 

chose the apparent option ‘to keep in touch with family and friends.’ The option ‘to keep 

up with current news and events’ voted by 79.1% of the participants and ‘to make 

professional connections’ chosen by 78.2%. The other responses are shown in Figure 15. 

 

 

Key findings from Part 2: 

 

WhatsApp was the most used social media platform and also the one with the greatest 

number of active participants. Other platforms that had a decent number of active users 

were Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn and YouTube. Participants also used Twitter, 

Facebook Messenger, and Snapchat, however, their activity on these platforms was 

somewhat occasional. Majority of the participants used social media to connect with their 

friends and family, to keep up with the current news, to make professional connections and 

to discover and share engaging content. 
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7.2.3. Part 3: Social Media and University 
 

 

 

Figure 16 - How were you first introduced to your Irish university? 

 

40.7% of the participants were introduced to their Irish university from family and friends, 

i.e. word of mouth, while 25.9% and 17.6% chose education counsellor and education fairs 

respectively as their sources of initial awareness. While 8.3% of the participants first heard 

about their university through the university website itself, only 4.6% of the participants 

were introduced to their university through social media. The other responses are shown in 

Figure 16. 
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Figure 17 - What sort of university-related information did you look for on social media? 

 

When asked about the type of information sought using social media platforms, general 

university information (77.3%), student testimonials (62.7%), university facilities and campus 

tours (59.1%) and course-specific information (50.9%) received the maximum response 

suggesting that after hearing about a university, students used social media to learn more 

about the university, its campus and facilities and also the courses it offered. The fact that 

62.7% of the participants looked for student testimonials on social media goes to show that 

such authentic content not only helps build brand awareness but also promotes brand trust. 

The other responses that were selected by the participants are shown in Figure 17.  
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Figure 18 - Which social media platforms did you use to get university information? 

 

 

Participants used more than one social media platform to seek university-related 

information. Facebook (73.6%) and Instagram (59.1%) were the most used platforms 

followed by LinkedIn (46.4%), YouTube (45.5%) and WhatsApp (40%). Other platforms like 

Twitter and Snapchat were only used by 16.4% and 5.5% of the participants, respectively.   
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Figure 19 - Did you find the information and how satisfied were you with the information you found 
on these platforms? 

 
 

32.7% of the participants found the information they were looking for on social media and 

were very satisfied with it. However, though 60.9% of the participants found the information, 

they were not satisfied with it. And about 6.4% expressed strong dissatisfaction towards 

using social media for seeking university-related information because they did not find the 

information they were looking for. 
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Figure 20 - How were you redirected to your university’s website or social media page? 

 

 

When asked about how they discovered the university’s website or social media page, 

44.5% of the participants chose ‘education counsellor’, and 19.1% chose ‘university 

representative.’ While 18.2% of the participants said that they found out about the 

university’s digital presence via an online ad, 12.7% were digitally introduced to the 

university through a link shared via private messaging applications. This highlights the 

importance of education counsellors and university representative as brand advocates and 

shows that private messaging apps (dark social) also spread e-WOM.  
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Key findings from Part 3: 

 

Majority of the participants first heard about their university through word of mouth from 

friends and family. Education counsellors and education fairs were the second-highest 

source of initial awareness. It was also found that most of the participants were introduced 

to the university’s digital presence by an education counsellor or university representative. 

After a general awareness was created, as the participants were international students and 

could not physically visit the university, they hugely depended on social media platforms. 

Considering the nature of these platforms and the level of detail that can be shared on them 

and the number of active users, Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn were the most used 

platforms by participants seeking detailed information about the university and its 

offerings. Given the ease of use, social media is a very convenient platform for students to 

find the desired information, however, with the amount of information available on social 

media, it becomes difficult to get or filter useful information in a certain context. Most of the 

participant were somewhat satisfied with the information they found on these platforms. All 

this goes to show that majority of the participants relied on social media, and it does play 

an instrumental role in reinforcing their knowledge of Irish universities and their offerings.  
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7.2.4. Part 4: Content and Engagement 
 

 

 

Figure 21 - Which of the following content did you come across on your university’s social media 
page? 

 

 

To further validate the findings from the semi-structured interviews, participants were asked 

to choose all the different types of content they encountered. 82.7% of the participants 

came across university reviews and student testimonials. Other content encountered was 

events and activities held by the university (68.2%), awards and recognitions received by 

the university (59.1%), campus tours (54.5%), university ranking (43.6%) and other non-

academic facilities (44.5%) like visa process, accommodation, etc. Other responses are 

shown in Figure 21. 
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Figure 22 - How engaging did you find our university content and how often did you share it on 
social media platforms? 

 

 

The survey found that 47.7% of the participants thought that the university content was 

somewhat engaging and shared some interesting posts, and 16.5% found the content 

highly engaging and shared most of the posts. While 9.2% of the participants did not share 

the posts because they did not find them engaging, 26.6% did not share the posts because 

they did not prefer open sharing.  
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Figure 23 - Did you engage (like/comment/share) with your university on social media platforms? 

 

70% of the participants reported having engaged with the university on social media 

platforms by either liking, commenting, following, etc., while 30% did not engage with the 

university.  
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Figure 24 - When did you engage with your university on social media? 

 

 

Students who engage with a university on social media expose themselves to all the 

university content. The timing of engagement of the students with the university on social 

media platforms shows their level of reliance and interest in the university. 53% of the 

participants reported having engaged with the university after receiving an offer from the 

university. In comparison, 24% reported engaging with the university even before they 

received an offer and 23% were unsure of their timing.  
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Figure 25 - Why did you engage with your university on social media? 

 

 

When participants were asked to give the reason for engaging with the university, 61.8% 

answered ‘to connect with current students or alumni’, 57.3% said they did so to get details 

about non-academic facilities like visa, accommodation, etc. While 47.3% of the 

participants engaged with the university to get details about a course, 29.1% chose ‘to get 

updates about co-curricular activities’ as their reason for engaging. 
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Figure 26 - Before accepting the offer letter from the university, did you contact your university staff 

on social media with queries? 

 

 

 

Figure 27 - If yes, did you receive a response? 
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Figure 28 - If yes, were you satisfied with the response? 

 

50.9% of the participants reported to having contacted the university staff on social media 

with some sort of query out of which 87.7% received a response. From the participants who 

received a response, 57.6% were satisfied with the response, 37.9% were somewhat 

satisfied and 4.5% were not satisfied.  

 

Key findings from part 4: 

 

Most participants came across content like students’ testimonials, events held at the 

university and other awards and recognitions on social media platforms that would 

reinforce their awareness and trust in the brand. Majority of the students found this content 

somewhat engaging and shared some interesting posts. A little over a quarter of the 

participants reported that they found the content engaging; however, did not share it 

because they did not prefer open sharing. This further reinforces the importance of dark 

social, as highlighted in the literature. Most participants engaged with the university on 

social media by either liking, following or commenting. Students who engage with a 

university on social media expose themselves to all the university content. The timing of 

engagement of the students with the university on social media platforms shows their level 

of reliance and interest in the university. Majority of the participants engaged with the 
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university after receiving an offer, this indicates that though the participants used social 

media to gain information about a university in their window-shopping phase, they showed 

some sort of commitment in terms of engagement after narrowing down their choices, 

applying and receiving an affirmative offer from the university. Most students engaged with 

the university on social media to be able to connect with current students or alumni so they 

could get authentic and honest reviews from them. 

 

 

7.2.5. Part 5: Private Messaging Applications 
 

 

 

Figure 29 - Before accepting the offer letter from the university, did you contact any current 
student or alumni through private messaging applications? 

 

 

To understand the private messaging applications’ usage behaviour, participants were 

asked if they contacted any current students or alumni through private messaging 

applications. To which, 62.7% of the participants said yes, and 37.3% said no. This 

reinforces the fact that dark social certainly can and is being used as an information-seeking 

platform. 
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Figure 30 - Which channel or channels did you use to do so? 

 
 
47.3% of the participants who used private messaging applications to reach current 

students or alumni to seek university-related information used WhatsApp, followed by 

Facebook Messenger and Instagram DM that was used by 46.4% and 39% of the 

participants respectively. Other channels like LinkedIn DM, Email and SMS received only 

6.3%, 9.1% and 0.9% votes respectively. 
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Figure 31 - Did you join any group on WhatsApp, Facebook, or other platforms to get more 
information out the university? 

 
 
Participants were further asked if they joined any group on platforms like WhatsApp, 

Facebook, etc., to which 67.3% responded positively and 32.7% said no. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 32 - To what extent did the information you got through these private messaging 
applications impact your final university selection? 
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When asked about the impact it (information discovered through dark social channels) had 

on their university selection, 37.3% of the participants said they were highly influenced by 

it. 39.1% said it influenced their final decision to some extent and 23.6% reported that it did 

not have any influence on their final decision. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 33 - Since you started studying t your university, has anyone contacted you with queries 
about your university? 

 

 

To further confirm the growing use of dark social, participants were asked if they were 

contacted by anyone with queries related to the university since they started studying. It 

was found that 74.5% of the participants had someone contact them with university-related 

questions, while 25.5% reported that they were not approached by anyone.  
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Figure 34 - If yes, what platform did they approach you on? 

 
 
It was found that 42.7% of the participants were approached by someone seeking 

university-related information on Facebook Messenger. Although not many of the 

participants themselves approach other students or alumni through LinkedIn DM, about 

41.8% of the participants were reached through LinkedIn DM. Other responses are shown 

in Figure 34. 
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Figure 35 - Would you prefer being able to communicate with the university on private messaging 
applications like WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger? 

 
 
When asked if they would prefer communicating with the university on private messaging 

applications like WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger, etc. a majority of the participants, 76.4% 

said yes while 16.4% were unsure. Only 7.3% of the participants expressed strong 

opposition by saying no. 

 

Key findings from Part 5: 

 

The power and importance of Word of mouth have already been established through the 

literature, the interviews and the survey. It was earlier seen that a lot of students did not 

prefer open sharing and that students were introduced to the university’s digital presence 

via a link shared through private messaging applications. Dwelling deep into this area 

showed that a lot of e-WOM was now happening through private messaging application 

(dark social). The literature review highlighted the shift of users from Social media platforms 

to more private Social Media platforms for content and information to limit the unwanted 

noise that open/public Social Media channels make and this research also found that a 
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great number of international students used private messaging applications for information 

on Ireland and its universities by engaging in one-to-one or group discussions with 

university alumni/students currently studying there. Given the fact that WhatsApp was the 

most used platform with the greatest number of active users further validates that dark 

social is a major source of e-WOM. It can be safely said that dark social also influences the 

decision-making process of international students as a vast majority of the participants 

reported that the information, they found through these applications influenced their 

choices. Over 75% of the participants said that they would prefer communicating with the 

university on these private channels. This again reinforces the fact that dark social positively 

impacts student recruitment for Irish universities and that it should not be ignored.  

 

 

7.2.6. Part 6: Trust and Influence 
 

 

 

Figure 36 - Which sources did you trust more when deciding your university? 

 
 
When asked whether they trusted traditional sources or digital and social media platforms 

more, 72.7% of the participants favoured digital and social media platforms, while 27.3% 

reported that they depended more on traditional sources. 
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Figure 37 - Which social media platform was the most influential on your university selection 
decision-making? 

 

 

Facebook proved to be the most influential platform, with 37.3% of the participants 

choosing it, followed by Instagram chosen by 24.5% and WhatsApp chosen by 16.4%. A 

fair number of participants (12.7%) reported LinkedIn as the platform that influenced their 

decision the most. A meagre of 5.5% and 1.8% of participants were influenced by YouTube 

and Twitter respectively 
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Figure 38 - Did you trust the information that you found on social media regarding your university? 

 
 
 
When asked if they trusted the information available on social media, 54.5% of participants 

said yes, while 42.7% said that they believed the information to some extent. Only 2.7% of 

the participants reported not to trust the information found on social media at all. When 

further asked for their reason of not trusting the information, it was found that they were 

aware of social media being used as a marketing tool and that it always shows the bright 

side of things rather than reality. It was found that participants who did not trust the 

information reached out to current students or alumni to validate it.  
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Figure 39 - Would you trust a university more if they had a social media page with content specific 
to your country? 

 
 
To settle the debate between using localized or standardized content, participants were 

asked if they would trust a university having a social media page with content specific to 

their country more. The survey found that 53.6% of participants preferred localized content 

and would trust a university having such content more. 35.5% of participants were unsure 

if they would trust a university more if it had localized content. 10.9% of participants 

supported the idea of standardization by saying that they would not trust a university more 

even if it had content specific to their country.  

 

Key findings from Part 6: 

 

The survey revealed that the majority of participants trusted the information they found on 

digital and social media platforms more when deciding a university, and most of these 

participants trusted this information. Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn and WhatsApp were 

the platforms that highly influenced their decisions. It was also that authentic, and non-

tutored content like testimonials and reviews enhanced brand trust. Most students reported 
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they would trust a university more if they had localized content. This tells us that having 

content specific to a country would attract more international students.  

 

 

7.2.7. Part 7: Recommendations 
 

 

 

Figure 40 - How should universities use social media applications to provide information to 
international students? 

 
 
For giving future recommendations, participants were asked how universities should use 

social media platforms to make information available. The survey found that 80% of the 

students suggested that universities should make the university-related information 

available through videos. The other responses recorded are shown in figure 40. 
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Figure 41 - How likely are you to recommend your friends or family to use social media while 
evaluating a university? 

 
 
 
When participants were asked if they’d recommend their friends and family to use social 

media while evaluating a university, 53.3% said they were highly likely to do so. In 

comparison, 40.9% said that they would recommend using social media to some extent.  

 

Key findings from Part 7: 

 

Majority of the students reported that universities should use video content to make 

information available to students. This reinforces the findings from the interviews where all 

the participants said that video content receives more engagement and is likely to be 

shared more. Most participants said that they would recommend their friends and family to 

use social media while evaluating a university. This validates and shows that international 

students lay a lot of trust in social media and the significant role it plays in their selection of 

Irish university. 
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8. Discussion  

 

The aim of this research is two-fold. The primary aim is to understand the role that social 

media marketing and dark social have played in the increase in the number of international 

students in Ireland. The number of international students has increased and is set to 

increase further in the coming years. Hence, the secondary aim is to make 

recommendations to Irish Universities on how they can improve the social media marketing 

and make use of dark social to recruit more international students. The researcher set out 

to answer the following questions: 

Question 1: How do Irish universities currently use social media marketing? 

Question 2: Which social media platforms are used by international students seeking 

university-related information and which are the ones that influenced their decision-making 

process? 

Question 3: What has been the role of Dark Social in the rise of international students 

coming to Ireland? 

 

While evaluating the current situation of social media marketing, it was found that Irish 

universities adopted a two-fold marketing strategy where-in they market themselves to 

intermediate agents and education counsellors overseas via B2B marketing and rely on 

their agent network to create and raise awareness about Ireland and their university as a 

destination for higher education. The survey strongly linked to these findings by also having 

found that most international students were introduced to the university and its digital 

presence through education counsellors. The major reason why universities rely more on 

these international agents for creating an initial awareness is mainly because international 

students would relate better with these agents, who would give them a sense of security. 

However, these international agents cannot be expected to provide detailed information 

related to the courses and university environment, and it is not practical for international 

students to visit the university to gather detailed information; hence, Irish universities use 

social media marketing as second fiddle to this traditional marketing through agents, as it 

brings feasibility in terms of information-seeking (Manasijevic et al., 2016). After a general 

awareness is created, Irish universities then use social media for B2C marketing through 

which they advertise the university environment, campus and other course-related 

information and target potential international students. So, it can be said that Irish 

universities use agents for mere awareness-raising and while social media is significant 

source of detailed information for international students.  
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To find out the social media platforms most used by international students and the ones 

with maximum influence on their decision making, the researcher circulated a 

questionnaire to international students in Ireland. Although the marketing professionals 

from Irish universities said that most international students engaged more on Snapchat and 

Instagram than Facebook, the survey found that social media platforms like Facebook, 

Instagram, LinkedIn, YouTube and WhatsApp are mainly used by international students 

while window shopping for surface-level information. Of these platforms, Facebook and 

Instagram proved to be the most influential. A huge gap was found in the findings from 

interviews and questionnaire in terms of Snapchat, and its usage, influence and 

engagement. While according to the interviews, Snapchat was a platform that international 

students engaged on, the survey showed that not many international students used 

Snapchat to seek university information or even to engage with the university. Though the 

marketing professionals reported that LinkedIn was only working well with current students, 

a lot of international students used LinkedIn to connect with alumni or current students to 

get authentic information about the university that further helped them with their decision. 

The fact that Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn are platforms that promote general 

networking and build a virtual fanbase justifies the finding of the survey where most 

participants used social media platforms for making professional connections, for keeping 

up with current news and events and to share and discover engaging content. International 

students reported that they were more active on Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn WhatsApp, 

YouTube and were influenced by these platforms as they provided a detailed level of 

information for decision-making (Galan, Lawley and Clements, 2015) and not by Twitter and 

Snapchat. Irish universities, therefore, should further maximize their efforts to optimize 

these platforms for enhanced student recruitment and rethink considering Snapchat as a 

major opportunity for social media marketing.  

 

Because international students cannot physically visit the university campus, they greatly 

trust the information available on social media platforms (Choudaha, 2013). This was also 

confirmed by this research as a majority of students reported to have relied more on 

information they found on digital and social media sources. The primary goal of Irish 

universities for using social media marketing is engagement. Engagement can be anything 

from liking a page to following and sharing. Beukeboom et al. (2015) believe liking a page 

to be the first step of engagement. Though not all engagement can translate into direct 

sales, the ideal goal of engagement is to generate leads and convert them. Hence, 

engagement from any non-potential student or someone who could in no way influence 
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the decision-making of a potential student is of little value to the university. This study 

reaffirms this as Irish universities primarily use agents to create an awareness among 

potential students and then use social media to engage the potential students who have 

shown some sort of interest in the university or Ireland as a destination. Irish universities 

also use geographical and behavioural targeting to reach and engage these potential 

students. This finding is further validated by the survey where-in most participants reported 

to have engaged with the university after applying to the university. As these students tend 

to apply to more than one university, universities then use social media to elevate their 

levels of knowledge and trust pertaining to their university. 

 

The influence a platform has on an international student’s decision-making is directly 

related to the amount of trust laid by the student in that platform which further translates to 

the amount of trust put in the content found on these platforms. The marketing 

professionals reported as visual and more specifically, video content like student 

testimonials or reviews to be resonating the most with international students. This was 

strongly linked to the findings of the survey where most of the participants said to be 

looking for student testimonials or reviews and rankings while evaluating the university. The 

importance of e-WOM was also reinstated as most students depended on these 

testimonials to weigh a university’s offerings and value. Other content like campus tours, 

videos of non-academic facilities, visuals of course-related information posted on social 

media platforms and other education and non-education specific sites is also used by Irish 

universities and also viewed by international students.  

 

While studying the role that dark social played in the increase of international students in 

Ireland, it was also found that a lot of this e-WOM happened over private messaging 

channels. A fair number of participants reported that they were digitally introduced to their 

Irish universities through a link shared via a private messaging application. A decent 

majority of the participants also did not openly share or engage with the university because 

they did not prefer it. The research found WhatsApp to be the most used platform and even 

the one to have the highest number of active participants. Majority of the participants had 

been approached by other students looking to clarify some doubts regarding a university 

via Facebook Messenger, Instagram DM and LinkedIn DM. The high activity and influence 

of these platforms on the decision making of potential students support the idea of a shift 

in trend from open channels to private channels for both information sharing and seeking 

that was reviewed in the literature. Private messaging channels are considered as a ‘safe 
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and secure’ place (Lentz, 2017). Hence, it is safe to say that dark social works positively for 

Irish universities and that they have a lot of brand advocates on private channels. Thus, this 

study found that dark social presents an enormous marketing opportunity for Irish 

universities.  

  

To meet the secondary aim of the research, which is to make recommendations on how 

Irish Universities can better their Social Media Marketing to attract more international 

students to their universities, the study focused on understanding the degree of trust laid 

by international students in social media platforms, preferences, the information they seek 

via Social Media, and understanding the type of content that enhances the trust and 

influences their decision-making. It is essential to engage international students on 

platforms they use. As mentioned earlier, the study recommends Irish universities to rethink 

investing resources in Snapchat as it was found that it was used by a meagre percentage of 

the international students to seek information. Universities should focus more on platforms 

like Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, YouTube and WhatsApp as they had a huge influence 

on the decision of international students.  

 

Dark social also can and should be used by Irish universities to promote themselves. The 

survey found that a majority of the participants were highly influenced by the information 

they found on groups on private messaging applications and would prefer communicating 

with the university on these private channels. Hence, it is recommended that Irish 

universities expand their marketing activities to incorporate these private channels as well. 

WhatsApp for business and Facebook Messenger bots are different ways Irish universities 

can use to give a one to one or group experience to potential candidates while sharing 

their engaging content on Dark Social channels personally with applicants or through key 

influencers (Valentine, 2019). This research recommends Irish universities to use private 

messaging applications by creating official ‘University’ groups on platforms like WhatsApp. 

Interaction with alumni on social media platforms is a major point of influence for 

international students coming to Ireland. Irish universities, therefore, can add alumni and 

soon to graduate international students to these groups. This will not only help engage 

potential students but will also help in maintaining contact with the alumni. Through these 

groups, universities can share information with their alumni and also use alumni information 

like their experience at the university and Ireland to market themselves to both education 

counsellors and potential students which will further spread positive e-WOM thereby 

reinforcing their trust in the university as a brand.  
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In the literature reviewed around dark social, it was found that marketers find it difficult to 

track the traffic coming through dark social as it often gets masked as direct traffic. Simpson 

(2016) suggested marketers introduce a ‘social share button’ to avoid this and be able to 

calculate their ROI effectively. Irish universities are found to have limited resources; hence 

measuring their marketing investments is very important. To fully exploit the potential of 

dark social for marketing, Irish universities should introduce ‘dark social buttons’ that 

redirect users to WhatsApp, LinkedIn DM, Facebook Messenger, etc. for starting a 

conversation with the university or join university communities on private messaging 

applications for staying updated with regular university-specific content and messages.  

 

Most participants reported that they would better trust a university if it had social media 

pages with content specific to their country. However, this would require a huge amount of 

investment of resources (budget and social media handlers). Irish universities don’t have 

the bandwidth to support this because, in the interviews, all participants reported that they 

had a minimal budget and no dedicated team for social media marketing. As suggested by 

Choudaha (2013), a recommendation to combat this shortage of resources and be able to 

provide localized content would be assigning a group of current students from different 

countries to handle the social media page specific to their country. In exchange, universities 

can hire them on a part-time basis or provide some recognition to endorse their skill. This 

will not only enhance the engagement of current students but also give Irish universities a 

budget-friendly way to create and share more local content that will increase brand trust 

among international students. Senior faculty’s lack of experience in using the newly 

developed social media platforms was also found to be a major challenge for the successful 

implementation of social media marketing at Irish universities. To cope with this, Irish 

universities are recommended to hold training sessions for faculty wherein they are briefed 

about the platforms and shown how to use it. One other way to cope with this would be 

assigning students to each department who could help the faculty with these platforms.  
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9. Conclusion and Future Research 

 

In conclusion, B2C marketing through social media platforms for providing detailed 

university information has played second fiddle to the traditional B2B marketing though 

agents in the increase of international students coming to Ireland. Social media marketing 

has allowed Irish universities to maintain interaction and transparency, which are the key 

factors for influencing customer decisions (Kapoor et al., 2017). Irish universities use social 

media marketing primarily to reinforce the level of knowledge regarding universities in the 

minds of students who have already shown some sort of interest in the university.  

 

Vrontis et al. (2018) highlighted that universities across the globe are not just active on 

social media but are also proactively seeking more marketing opportunities through Social 

Media. It has been found that dark social although, ignored by many, still presents a new 

and bright landscape for marketing. Therefore, this thesis highlights how universities in 

Ireland can reap the benefits of social media marketing and marketing through dark social 

for further enhancing their international student recruitment while becoming marketing 

trendsetters.  

 

With the scarcity of literature around the role of social media marketing and dark social in 

attracting international students to Irish universities, using mixed methods, this research 

takes an exploratory approach and can be considered as a pilot study. Choosing the right 

Social media platform depends on the purpose of the target group for using that platform 

and the message to be communicated (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). No single platform has 

the loyalty of its users with it (Howard et al., 2018). Irish university marketing representatives 

have added pressure to constantly monitor the most effective and preferred platform of 

their target audience because by observing their social media usage behaviour to be able 

to devise a dynamic and efficient marketing plan.  

 

The reason for taking an inductive approach was to be able to develop and propose a 

hypothesis that can be verified in future. The proposed hypotheses for future study are as 

follows: 

H1: Potential international students use social media platforms to get detailed information 

about an Irish university after they have been made aware of the university from friends and 

family or education counsellors. 
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H2: Student testimonial is the primary type of content used by Irish universities to enhance 

a potential student’s trust in the university. 

H3: Dark social presents a huge marketing opportunity for Irish universities.  

 

This research summarized the findings to offer a generalized view of the role of social media 

marketing and dark social for Irish universities. However, for future study, universities can 

test the hypotheses mentioned above at a university level. Verifying the above hypotheses 

at a university level by understanding the marketing situation from both potential student’s 

as well as university’s standpoint will help Irish universities to alter their marketing plans to 

adopt or adapt strategies that work best for attracting more potential international students. 

This will not only be of enormous benefit to universities individually for seeking greater 

funds to their resources for future social media marketing but also to promote Ireland and 

help it rise in the ranks of study abroad destinations.   
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11. Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Information Sheet & Data Protection 

 

Hello, I am Vaibhavi, a Master of Business Administration student at Dublin Business 

School. I am currently working on my dissertation that is focused on the role Social 

Media Marketing plays in attracting International students to universities in Ireland. The 

aim of my dissertation is to understand the role played by Social Media Marketing in the 

increase in the number of International Students in Ireland. I would like to invite you to 

take part in a questionnaire that will require you to share your opinions by answering 

questions designed to understand your social media usage and preferences all in 

context with the topic of my dissertation. The data collected through this survey will be 

fully anonymous. I will not gather any data that could be used to identify you or anyone 

close to you. Your data will be collated into a larger data set and analysed at the group 

rather than the individual level. Your data will only be used for academic purposes and 

will not be shared with anyone for commercial purposes. The data will be permanently 

erased upon successful submission of the dissertation. 

 

Appendix B: Consent Form 

 

I voluntarily agree to take part in this research study. I am aware that I am under no 

obligation to participate in this research and confirm that my participation is entirely 

voluntary and will not receive any form of remuneration for this. I understand that I have 

the right to withdraw my participation at any time or refuse to answer any question 

without the need to provide a reason and that I shall face no penalty to do so. I 

understand that my responses will be anonymous and that I will not be able to 

subsequently withdraw my responses as the nature of the data does not aid personal 

information that could be in any way used to identify me. I am aware that I am eligible to 

reach out to any person involved in this research to obtain any further clarification and 

information. I am aware that signed consent forms will be retained until the exam board 

confirms the results of their dissertation. I hereby confirm that I have had the purpose 

and nature of the study duly explained to me in writing and I have had the opportunity 

to ask questions about the study with satisfactory answers provided. I confirm that I have 

read and fully understood the information provided and the statements above. 
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Appendix C: Questionnaire  

 
Part 1: Demographics 

 

1. Which gender do you most identify with? 

a. Male 

b. Female 

c. Prefer not to say 

d. Other 

 

2. To which age bracket do you belong? 

a.  18-29 years old 

b.  29-40 years old 

c.  Over 40 years old 

 

Part 2: General Social Media Usage 

 

3. Which of the following social media platforms do you use? (Choose all that apply) 

a. Facebook 

b. Instagram 

c. Twitter 

d. LinkedIn 

e. WhatsApp 

f. Facebook Messenger 

g. WeChat 

h. Snapchat 

i. Google+ 

j. Pinterest 

k. Tumblr 

l. Tik Tok 

m. Sina Weibo 

n. Renren 

o. YouTube 
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4. How active are you on these social media platforms? 

 Highly Active Occasionally Active Not Active 

Facebook    

Instagram    

Twitter    

LinkedIn    

WhatsApp    

Facebook Messenger    

WeChat    

Snapchat    

Google+    

Pinterest    

Tumblr    

Tik Tok    

Sina Weibo    

Renren    

YouTube    

 

5. Why do you use these social media platforms? (Choose all that apply) 

a. To keep in touch with friends and family 

b. To keep up with current news and events 

c. General networking to make professional connections 

d. To meet new people 

e. To research brands and products 

f. To discover and share engaging content 

g. To keep up with current or previous university happenings 

h. Other 

 

Part 3: Social Media and University 

 

6. How were you first introduced to your current Irish university? (Choose only one option)  

a. Family or Friends 

b. Education counsellor 

c. University Website 

d. Education Fair 

e. Newspaper/TV/Radio ad 
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f. Social Media page 

g. Other 

 

7. What sort of university-related information did you look for on social media? (Choose all 

that apply) 

a. General university information (Affiliations, ranking, courses, etc.) 

b. Course specific information (Fees, in-class or online, part-time or full-time) 

c. University facilities and campus tours (Library, cafeteria, gymnasium, events, etc.)  

d. Student testimonials 

e. Faculty information 

f. Scholarships and grants 

g. Other 

 

8. Which social media platforms did you use to get university-information? (Choose all that 

apply) 

a. Facebook 

b. Instagram 

c. Snapchat 

d. LinkedIn 

e. Twitter 

f. YouTube 

g. WhatsApp 

h. Sina Weibo 

i. Other 

 

9. Did you find the information and how satisfied were you with the information you found 

on these platforms? 

a. Found the information and Very Satisfied 

b. Found the information but Somewhat Satisfied 

c. Did not find the information hence Not Satisfied 

 

10.  How were you redirected to your university's social media page? (Choose only one 

option) 

a. Education counsellor 

b. By clicking an online ad 

c. University Representative 
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d. Link shared via private messaging application 

e. Other 

 

Part 4: Engagement & Content 

 

11. Which of the following content did you come across on your university's social media 

page? (Choose all that apply) 

a. University reviews & student testimonial 

b. Scholarships and grants 

c. Awards or recognitions received by the university 

d. University Ranking 

e. Non-academic facilities 

f. Events and activities 

g. Campus Tours 

h. Other 

 

12. How engaging did you find your university content and often did you share it on social 

media platforms? 

a. Highly engaging and shared majority of the posts 

b. Somewhat engaging and shared some interesting posts 

c. Not engaging and did not share the posts 

d. Engaging but did not share because I don't prefer open sharing 

 

13. Did you engage (like/ comment/ follow) with your university on social media platforms? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

 

14. When did you engage with your university on social media? (Choose only one option)  

a. Before receiving an offer letter from the university 

b. After receiving an offer letter from the university 

c. Don't remember 

d. Did not engage 

 

15. Why did you engage with your university on social media? (Choose all that apply)  

a. To connect with current students or alumni 

b. To get more details about a course 
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c. To get more information on non-academic facilities (e.g. Accommodation, Library, 

Visa, etc.) 

d. To get updates about co-curricular activities and events 

e. Other 

 

16. Before accepting the offer letter from the university, did you contact your university staff 

on social media with queries? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

 

17. If yes, did you receive a response? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

 

18. If yes, were you satisfied with the response? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Somewhat 

 

Part 5: Private messaging applications 

 

19. Before accepting the offer letter from the university, did you contact any current student 

or alumni through private messaging applications? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

 

20. Which channel or channels did you use to do so? (Choose all that apply)  

a. Facebook Messenger 

b. Instagram DM 

c. WhatsApp 

d. Email 

e. SMS 

f. Did not contact anyone 

g. Other 
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21. Did you join any group on WhatsApp, Facebook, or other platforms to get more 

information about the university? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

 

22. To what extent did the information you got through these groups impact your final 

university selection? 

a. It influenced my decision to a great extent 

b. It somewhat influenced my decision 

c. It did not have any influence on my decision 

 

23. Since you started studying at your university, has anyone contacted you with queries 

about your university? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

 

24. If yes, what platform did they approach you on? (Choose all that apply) 

a. Facebook Messenger 

b. Instagram DM 

c. WhatsApp 

d. LinkedIn DM 

e. Email 

f. SMS 

g. Other 

 

25. Would you prefer being able to communicate with the university on private messaging 

applications like WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Maybe 

 

Part 6: Trust & Influence 

 

26. Which sources did you trust more when deciding your university? (Choose only one 

option) 
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a. Traditional Sources (TV/ Radio/ Newspaper/ Education Counsellor/ University 

Representatives) 

b. Digital and Social media platforms 

 

27. Which social media platform was the most influential on your university selection 

decision-making? (Choose only one option) 

a. Facebook 

b. Instagram 

c. Twitter 

d. LinkedIn 

e. WhatsApp 

f. Facebook Messenger 

g. YouTube 

h. Renren 

i. Other 

 

28. Did you trust the information that you found on social media about your university? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Somewhat 

 

29. Would you trust a university more if they had a social media page with content specific 

to your country? 

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. Maybe 

 

Part 7: Recommendations 

 

30. How should universities use social media applications to provide information to 

international students? (Choose all that apply) 

a. Create blogs and forums for specific university course and education topics 

b. Create and host a presentation 

c. Make university information, course information and faculty information available 

through video 

d. Use photo and video hosting services to show their facilities and activities 
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e. Create and host a sample video lecture on social media sites 

f. Other 

 

31. How likely are you to recommend your friends or family to use social media while 

evaluating a university? 

a. Highly likely 

b. Somewhat likely 

c. Not likely 
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