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Universities use social media to attract prospective staff, 

students, and funding; to engage with current students; and to 

support teaching and learning. Images on social media are becoming 

particularly dominant, and whilst Twitter is not primarily an 

image-based social media service, nonetheless 36 percent of links 

shared on Twitter point to an image. This research paper compares 

the types of images that universities post on Twitter to the 

results of previous research that has investigated the types of 

images that universities post on Instagram, in order to better 

understand how universities are using the two services for image 

sharing. 

The most popular type of image tweeted by universities was 

showcasing (61 percent), followed by humanizing images (20.9 

percent). The dominance of showcasing images on Twitter fits with 

the notion of Twitter as an information source rather than a 

networking source, with it predominantly being used as a means of 
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one-way communication with current students to broadcast 

university-specific information, rather than for attracting 

prospective staff, students, and funding, or to support teaching 

and learning.  

 

Introduction 

Many universities have social media profiles for different 

purposes. These include using them as branding tools to showcase 

what the university has to offer in an attempt to attract 

prospective staff, students, and funding (Kittle and Ciba, 1999; 

Rolfe, 2003); engaging with current students (Hansen et al., 2012; 

Salomon, 2013); and supporting teaching and learning (Moran et 

al., 2011; Salomon, 2013). Social media services that are 

predominantly image-based, such as Instagram and Snapchat, are 

increasingly popular because the social media image is the 

‘dominant visual form of the 2010s’ (Hochman, 2014). Nevertheless, 

although most UK and US universities (Parr, 2014) had a Twitter 

account by 2013, most UK universities did not have an Instagram 

account by 2016 (Stuart et al., 2017). Twitter is not primarily 

image-based, but can be used to share images, including from other 

sites (Thelwall et al., 2016). For universities, images can help 

to add interest to social media streams (Burkhardt, 2010), which 

may be why by 2013, 36 percent of links shared on Twitter were 

found to point to an image (Bennett, 2013). It is important to 

assess the types of images tweeted by universities to understand 

their communication strategies and to help them maximise the 

effectiveness of their Twitter profiles. The results of this 
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investigation are also compared to the results of a previous study 

of Instagram (Stuart et al., 2017) in order to understand how 

strategies differ between the two platforms. 

    

Understanding the similarities and differences in how universities 

post images across different social media platforms will provide 

better insights into the roles that different social media 

platforms provide for a university’s online communication strategy 

(e.g., Which platforms are better for using images to share 

important university information? Which platforms use images most 

effectively as a conduit for engagement with followers?).  

 

Literature review 

Twitter in universities  

With the reduction in government support and the introduction of 

tuition fees in the UK, universities now have to compete more 

proactively against each other to increase enrolment (Stamp, 

2004). More resources are now being spent on branding so that 

universities can attempt to distinguish themselves from one 

another (Rolfe, 2003). Branding phrases such as, ‘the best’, 

‘world class’, and ‘leading’ institution (Bélanger et al., 2002) 

are often used in marketing materials, and unsurprisingly, a 

university’s website is seen as a key branding tool (Opoku et al., 

2006). Research by Duarte et al. (2010) however highlights that 

factors related to education aren’t the only ones that a 

university should focus on in order to successfully differentiate 

themselves from other institutions. Jenkins (1991) advocates the 
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need for visual identity in order for a university to market 

itself, and Westcott Alessandri (2001) adds that logos, taglines, 

colour palette, facilities, former students, and a university’s 

public behaviour are all elements that contribute towards a 

university’s visual identity and image.       

 

Over recent years students have come to expect that the 

universities they attend will make use of various different social 

media platforms as they ‘know nothing other than a life with the 

internet’ (Selwyn, 2012), and therefore participation in social 

media is now necessary for a university to engage with its 

environment and present its visual identity (Peranginangin and 

Alamsyah, 2015). Bélanger et al. (2014) found that there was three 

times more activity on Twitter than Facebook in a sample of 106 

Canadian universities, and approximately 36% of universities were 

found to have ‘very active’ Twitter usage. Constantinides and 

Zinck Stagno (2011) also highlight that the global reach of social 

media makes it a perfect avenue for institutional branding. A 

literature review by Conole and Alevizou (2010) of the use of web 

2.0 tools in higher education reveals that Twitter in particular 

is used predominantly for: 

 

 Broadcasting. Opinion sharing and distribution or dispersal 

of information, self‐ promotion and campaigning, public 

relations and marketing 

 Opinion sharing about events, sharing of ideas, information 

and commentary 
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 Backchannels at conferences or events (audience channels, 

serendipity/types of review and reflection) 

 Crowd‐ sourcing of news and evidence from the ground 

 Surveying and gathering opinion. 

 

In a poll of 224 community colleges in the USA, Davis III et al. 

(2012) found that Twitter was used ‘to inform students about 

upcoming events and activities, athletic games and competitions, 

deadlines, reminders, general college announcements, school 

closings due to inclement weather or other reasons, alerts, and 

emergencies’, and that it was used as a one-way communication 

tool. Marketing, branding, and recruitment was the second most 

popular use. In a survey of 148 colleges and universities in the 

United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, Reuben (2008) 

found that for those institutions that use Twitter, 50 percent of 

them say it is updated by their marketing/communications/ and 

public relations office, with 50 percent reporting that they use 

it to communicate with current students, and the other 50 percent 

to target information at alumni. Others have advocated that 

Twitter can be an invaluable tool during emergency situations in 

academic institutions (Swartzfager, 2007). However, research by 

Linvill et al. (2012) revealed that 89% of Twitter posts from a 

sample of 1130 tweets covering 113 US universities and colleges 

were directed towards the general public rather than current 

students.  

 

There is a body of work that examines the use of Twitter and 
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social media in general from a teaching and learning perspective 

(Moran et al., 2011; Salomon, 2013), and Gruzd, Paulin et al. 

(2016) advocate for the use of Twitter in distance learning 

programmes. In a survey of 333 teachers, Gruzd, Haythornthwaite et 

al. (2016) found that Twitter was reported as being the second 

most popular social media tool used for teaching, with 

blogs/Wordpress coming first. As well as the formal reasons for 

universities using Twitter, it is also used in informal ways by 

the students themselves in order to supplement their learning 

experience (Dahlstrom et al., 2013). However, this investigation 

is not concerned with the use of Twitter by individual teachers or 

lecturers in order to support teaching and learning, and is more 

concerned with official front-facing university Twitter accounts 

that members of the general public are also able to see. There are 

limited research papers that have investigated universities’ use 

of Twitter from this perspective.     

 

Uses of Twitter  

Twitter is a free microblogging platform that allows users to post 

short messages (Yoon and Chung, 2013), with 500 million tweets 

being posted each day by January 2017 (Omnicore, 2017). As of 

January 2019, the UK had 13.6 million active Twitter users 

(Statista, 2019), with 25 – 34 year olds being the most popular 

age bracket (accounting for 25.2% of users) (Statista, 2018).  

 

Twitter is used for many different reasons, including: keeping in 

touch with friends and colleagues (Zhao and Rosson, 2009); 
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supporting informal communication at work (Zhao and Rosson, 2009); 

collaboration (Honeycutt and Herring, 2009); sharing interesting 

topics (Zhao and Rosson, 2009; Yoon and Chung, 2013); promoting an 

organisation’s activities or business (Yoon and Chung, 2013); 

enhancing cyberspace presence (McFedries, 2007); gathering useful 

information for professional or personal interests (Zhao and 

Rosson, 2009; Yoon and Chung, 2013); asserting personal opinions 

or thoughts (Yoon and Chung, 2013); releasing personal stress 

(Zhao and Rosson, 2009); and seeking help and opinions from others 

(Zhao and Rosson, 2009; Yoon and Chung, 2013). Twitter users were 

originally limited to 140 characters per tweet, however, this was 

increased to 280 characters in November 2017 for all languages 

apart from Japanese, Korean, and Chinese (Rosen, 2017). These 

languages have dense writing systems, which allows them to say 

more in fewer characters.   

 

Twitter users can follow other Twitter accounts to see the tweets 

posted by them (Kwak et al., 2010). Users can share tweets to 

their followers by retweeting them and retweet counts are 

sometimes used as a measure of a tweet’s popularity. Users can 

also ‘like’ tweets, and tweets that are liked appear in the 

timelines of those users that follow the account in question. 

Hashtags (the # symbol followed by a keyword) are used as user-

generated tags in Twitter (Chang, 2010). Hashtags group tweets 

together that are similar in terms of content, theme, intention, 

or context, making them more easily searchable (Tekulve and Kelly, 

2013).     
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Chung and Yoon (2013) claim that overall, Twitter is more of an 

information sharing network than a social network, with most 

tweets sharing information, opinion, and news. This is supported 

by Kwak et al. (2010), who claim that Twitter is an information 

source rather than a social networking site since 67.6 percent of 

users (out of 42 million studied) are not followed by any of the 

users that they themselves follow. Whilst Twitter’s egalitarian 

information sharing capabilities is a positive attribute, the 

obvious general lack of expert oversight means that it is also 

vulnerable to the spread of inaccurate and fake news, rumours, and 

misinformation (Shao et al., 2016). This is a particularly 

important issue in a university setting, with any tweets 

containing misinformation having potentially detrimental effects 

on a large number of students. However, as most official 

university Twitter accounts are the responsibility of 

marketing/communications/public relation departments, it seems 

unlikely that misinformation would be deliberately tweeted. It 

could however be the case that misinformation was unknowingly 

distributed, in which case the university would need to take 

action to deal with the consequences of such a mistake.    

 

Images on Twitter 

Native photo sharing was introduced on Twitter in 2011. Before 

this, Twitter users who wanted to share images had to use third-

party services like Twitpic and Yfrog. These images were not 

viewable in users’ timelines but instead appeared as clickable 
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links (Taylor, 2011). However, images can now be posted to Twitter 

via the Twitter smartphone app, the web, via SMS (Twitter Help 

Centre, no date), and directly from other social media services.  

 

Twitter is widely used for image sharing (Thelwall et al., 2016) 

and has supported the rise of citizen journalism, aided by the 

fact that most Twitter users can share information virtually 

instantaneously on their mobile phones from wherever they happen 

to be (Murthy, 2011). In 2009, for example, an ordinary user’s 

tweet was the first to broadcast an image of US Airways flight 

1549 after a successful emergency landing in the Hudson River. The 

user had 170 followers on Twitter, but his photograph went viral 

and was seen around the world (Zdanowicz, 2014).  

  

In an analysis of over two million tweets, Rogers (2014) found 

that incorporating images with tweets fostered a higher level of 

engagement among followers, with a 35 percent increase in 

retweets. Posts containing images have also been found to contain 

more intense emotion, and more positive emotion than posts 

containing only text, whereas in contrast, text is used more to 

express sarcasm and negative emotions (Bourlai and Herring, 2014).    

 

Many studies have investigated the types of images posted to 

Twitter. Thelwall et al. (2016) conducted a content analysis on a 

random sample of 800 Twitter images from the UK and USA that were 

posted during one week. Images were classified with four facets: 

image format; image content; image purpose; and image time. 
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Although most images were photographs, there were also phone 

screenshots, pictures of text messages, cartoons, collages, and a 

small number of professional images. In terms of the image 

content, just under a quarter of the images analysed were of an 

individual person, and this was closely followed by images of 

small groups of people (17 percent). Images of text - or where 

text was an important component of the image (e.g., an overlaid 

caption) - represented just under a third of the sample. Around 15 

percent of the images were of famous people or related to them in 

some way. However, the purpose for posting an image was rarely 

clear (Thelwall et al., 2016).     

 

In contrast, Chung and Yoon (2013) conducted a content analysis of 

555 tweets that included images relating to the Boston bombings in 

2013, focussing on why the images had been posted. Seven image 

purposes were found: illustration (a means of representing what is 

being described); emotive/persuasive (stimulating or conveying 

emotion or persuasion); aesthetic value (simply for aesthetic 

purposes or enjoyment); information processing (the use of data 

contained within the image); information dissemination (a piece of 

information); learning (gaining knowledge from the image); and 

generation of ideas (a means of provoking thought patterns or an 

inspirational means). The most common apparent motivations were to 

disseminate information, followed by emotive/persuasive reasons. 

Images intended to disseminate information tended to accompany 

tweets that were classified as ‘information sharing and reporting 

news’, and emotive images tended to accompany tweets that were 
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expressing opinions (Chung and Yoon, 2013). Studies have also 

found that the type of content posted on social media services can 

have a positive impact on the number of comments, likes, and 

shares a post receives (Kim et al., 2015; Rauschnabel et al., 

2012; Stuart et al., 2017), and Coelho et al. (2016) specifically 

found that on Instagram and Facebook, posts relating to events and 

promotion led to greater involvement from followers.      

 

 

Twitter vs Instagram  

Whilst Twitter is a microblogging service that has been 

appropriated for many uses, Instagram is primarily a social 

networking service for sharing images and videos. Users can take 

pictures, apply filters to change the look and feel of their 

images, and share those images with other followers (Stuart et 

al., 2017). Lee at al. (2015) found five primary motives for using 

Instagram: social interaction, archiving, self-expression, 

escapism, and peeking. Overall, Instagram seems to focus more on 

the aesthetics of individual images, whereas images on Twitter 

tend to supplement or complement the text of a tweet. 

Nevertheless, Instagram images typically originate from 

smartphones and tend to document users’ lives rather than being 

separate artworks (Marwick, 2015). In contrast, images on Twitter 

typically originate from a more diverse range of sources. 

Approximately 9 percent of images tweeted from the UK and USA in 

one study contained text, such as chat dialogue or sayings, and 

another approximately 15 percent of the images were screen grabs 
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from phones to share what the users were currently doing on their 

phone (e.g., listening to music, playing games, reading text 

messages, checking social media services, or looking at the 

weather) (Thelwall et al., 2016). Screenshots have been described 

as a virtual form of photography (Moore, 2014).   

 

In 2016 Instagram’s user base overtook that of Twitter, with 

Instagram having 500 million active users in 2016 (Lee, 2016), and 

Twitter still only having 326 million global active users in 2019 

(Statista, 2019). Large companies (e.g., Adidas and Starbucks) are 

also able to get more engagement from followers on Instagram (3 

percent) compared to Twitter (0.07 percent) (O’Reilly, 2014). A 

few images on Instagram are ‘regrams’, meaning images that were 

originally posted by someone else that a user has shared with 

their followers. Regrams in Instagram perform the same function as 

retweets in Twitter. 

 

Following other users is unidirectional in both Twitter and 

Instagram, meaning that permission is not needed to follow either 

an Instagram or Twitter account (unless the person has set their 

account to private), and there is no expectation for reciprocal 

following (Marwick, 2015). Hashtags are also used similarly on 

both sites.  

 

In 2012 (the same year that Instagram was bought by Facebook) 

Instagram disabled the ability for Instagram images posted to 

Twitter to be able to display properly in Twitter feeds (Bilton, 
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2012). A link is now provided for users to click on instead, 

directing them to Instagram, although there are workarounds to 

this problem using the ‘If This Then That’ service (Calore, 2013). 

This move illustrates the competition between Instagram/Facebook 

and Twitter for image sharing, and Instagram specifically wants 

users to visit Instagram when viewing Instagram images.    

 

An investigation into UK universities on Instagram found that at 

the time of data analysis (in the Spring of 2015) they had a 

limited presence. For general university accounts, humanizing 

images were the most frequent type of image (i.e., images with 

aspects of human character and elements of 

warmth/humour/amusement) (Stuart et al., 2017).  

 

 

Research questions 

This paper investigates how UK universities are using Twitter for 

image sharing. The following research questions are addressed as a 

starting point for an analysis of Twitter in comparison to 

Instagram.  

 

RQ 1 - What types of images do universities post most 

frequently on Twitter? 

Post type is seen as an important factor in determining 

interaction with viewers (Coelho et al., 2016; Kim et 

al., 2015; Rauschnabel et al., 2012; Stuart et al., 

2017) 
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RQ 2 - Is there a relationship between the type of image 

posted and the number of retweets it receives? 

Retweet counts are sometimes used as a measure of a 

tweet’s popularity and may be seen as similar to likes. 

Previous research has found that type of image has an 

impact on the number of likes it receives (Stuart et 

al., 2017).  

RQ 3 - Do universities post more images to Twitter than 

Instagram? 

Given that Twitter is not primarily an image-based 

social media service, it would be useful to know if it 

is nonetheless being used as the dominant platform for 

sharing images by universities. This will allow an 

insight into how social media services may be 

appropriated for reasons that are different to their 

original purpose.  

 

Methodology 

Identifying universities to investigate 

This investigation uses 51 UK universities previously analysed for 

Instagram (Stuart et al., 2017) in order to get comparable 

results. This list originated from a Times Higher Education 

Supplement table of 128 UK academic institutions with multiple 

units of assessment in the 2014 Research Excellence Framework 

(REF), but was restricted to the 51 for which an official 

Instagram account could be found. The current Twitter study 
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therefore concerns the parallel Twitter strategies of UK 

universities with an Instagram account.   

 

Data collection 

Tweets were collected on 28
th
 November 2015 using the free software 

Mozdeh (Thelwall, 2009) to query the public Twitter Application 

Programming Interface (API) for the 51 universities included in 

this investigation. The software gathers the latest tweets from 

each Twitter account, up to a maximum of approximately 2300 

tweets. Using a site’s API is a much more ethical way to collect 

data from a site in comparison to web scraping tools, and APIs are 

also a more efficient way of interacting with web servers. All of 

the images were then downloaded from those tweets that included 

them. This covered different time periods for the tweets (and 

images) because universities that were prolific Twitter users 

could generate 2300 tweets in a few months, whereas for other 

universities the 2300 tweets spanned several years. To overcome 

this, the raw Twitter data was compared with the Instagram data 

from the comparator study (Stuart et al., 2017) and images from 

outside the date range overlap were rejected.  

  

From the date-filtered set of Twitter images, a random sample of 

20 for each university was selected for inclusion in the final 

sample using Excel’s random number generator. The same random 

sample method was used in the Instagram study (Stuart et al., 

2017), and so the results are directly comparable in terms of 



 16 

universities, time periods and image selection mechanism. The 

final sample included 1,020 images.   

 

Analysis 

Content analysis of images 

Images are inherently difficult to analyse due to their subjective 

nature and the fact that the same image may mean different things 

to different people, indeed even the same image may mean different 

things to the same person at different times (Graham, 2001). 

Content analysis is a rigorous and objective quantitative 

methodology that is well suited to manually analysing large 

numbers of images found online, which ultimately allows for the 

discovery of patterns (Rose, 2016). In order to conduct a content 

analysis of images, a coding scheme needs to be developed that is 

comprised of categories that are exhaustive, exclusive, and 

enlightening, and the categories ‘must depend on a theorised 

connection between the image and the broader cultural context in 

which its meaning is made.’ (Rose, 2016)  

 

The content analysis scheme for use with Instagram images 

developed by Stuart et al. (2017) was re-used in this 

investigation to ensure comparibility. Their scheme was based on a 

coding scheme developed by McNely (2012) for Instagram use in 

organisations. McNely (2012) investigated how three organisations 

(a prominent news organisation, a global non-profit organisation, 

and an online retailer) were shaping their external image via 

Instagram, using six types of image (1. Orienting; 2. Humanizing; 
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3. Interacting; 4. Placemaking; 5. Showcasing; 6. Crowdsourcing). 

His content analysis scheme provided a good fit for university 

image posts on Instagram, and based on Stuart et al’s. (2017) 

rewording of McNely’s (2012) categories for Instagram, the 

categories were re-worded again slightly so that they could also 

be used to investigate images posted to Twitter by university 

accounts (see Table 1 for final category wording and example 

images). Three things need to be taken into consideration when 

deciding what category an image should be assigned to: the content 

of the photo; the photo description and tags; and any interaction 

generated by the photo (McNely, 2012). The photo description and 

tags, and interaction generated by the photo relates to Rose’s 

(2016) point that the category an image is assigned to depends on 

the connection between the image and its broader cultural context. 

Other research has also argued that accompanying text is important 

to give context to the overall meaning of an image (Angus and 

Thelwall, 2010; Bourlai and Herring, 2014).  

 

In this investigation images were viewed alongside the tweet that 

accompanied them, as without the accompanying tweet, the image in 

isolation is likely to be analysed in a different way. For 

example, in Table 1, the example of a ‘crowdsourcing’ image that 

is given is that of a cat. Without the tweet that accompanies this 

image, there would be no way of knowing that the cat is actually 

the university’s resident cat which has gone missing, and tweet is 

asking for people to get in touch if they have any information on 

the cats whereabouts. Without the accompanying tweet, the image 
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could be mistakenly categorised as a ‘humanizing’ image, as this 

category description includes images that may be of animals or 

pets.  

 

Reliability of the content analysis scheme 

A second classifier coded 10 percent of the sample of 1,020 images 

to test the reliability of the content analysis scheme. Intercoder 

reliability for each of the six content analysis categories was 

measured using Krippendorf’s alpha. Krippendorf (2004) suggests 

that tentative conclusions can be drawn from alpha scores between 

.667 and .8. It was found that the agreement rates between the 

primary researcher and second classifier for three out of the six 

content analysis categories was not above .667 (Humanizing, 0.48; 

Interacting, 0.22; Showcasing, 0.55). The primary researcher and 

second classifier then discussed the results from the 10 percent 

sample, finding that two issues caused the low agreement rates. 

The first issue was the interpretation of the primary purpose of 

an image. Whilst an image may include an element of humour (and 

therefore could be classed as a humanizing image), if the image 

was nonetheless intended to showcase an element of the university 

in question, then this primary purpose would take precedence in 

the classification process (and the image should be classed as 

showcasing). The second issue was related to the crowdsourcing 

classification category. This category is for images posted to 

generate feedback, interaction, and engagement with 

viewers/followers. The second classifier perceived this to include 

offline interactions (e.g., encouraging followers to attend an 
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event), whereas the primary researcher used this category to 

relate only to online interactions (e.g., completing a survey, 

giving comments/feedback on a question or query). Based on these 

discussions, the content analysis scheme was then reworded 

slightly to reduce these ambiguities (see Table 1). The primary 

researcher and second classifier then coded a further 10 percent 

of the sample of images, and the combined alpha score for the six 

coding categories subsequently reached .673, thus above the .667 

threshold advised by Krippendorf. The first author then proceeded 

to code the remainder of the 1020 sample of Twitter images.   

Table 1. Content analysis scheme for images posted to university 

Twitter accounts. 

Category and Description  Example tweet 

1 - Orienting 

 The primary focus of the image is of specific and unique 

university (and university associated) locations, landmarks, 

or artefacts (e.g., buildings/public areas/statues/university 

affiliated objects).  

 If the image is accompanied by a comment, description, or 

hashtag(s) that specifically denote the exact name of the 

building, statue, or location etc. then this image should be 

classified as orienting.   

 

2 - Humanizing 

 The primary focus of the image is of things that add more of 

a human character or element of warmth/humour/or amusement to 

the university’s identity (e.g., close-up people shots 

featuring staff, students, people affiliated with the 

university, or university mascots).  

 Retweets of student graduation photos where there is a close-

up of a particular student or a small group of students who 

are all known to each other.  

 Nature images may also be classified as humanizing if they 

are not accompanied with a specific location title or 

hashtag(s).  
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3 - Interacting 

 The primary focus of the image is centered around people 

interacting at university (and university associated) events 

rather than people merely posing for a staged photograph 

(e.g., an image of students participating in the freshers 

fair/an image of a group of people being shown around at a 

university open day/or an image of people actively 

participating in a sporting event).   

 

4 - Placemaking 

 The primary focus of the image is concerned with the 

university ‘placing’ their identity within locations or 

events (e.g., generic photos of the inside of 

buildings/lecture theatres/student halls, or generic images 

of graduation ceremonies where no one specific person is the 

focus of the image).  

 Placemaking images will not be accompanied by specific 

comments, descriptions or hashtag(s) indicating the exact 

name of any buildings etc. contained within the image.  
 

5 - Showcasing 

 The primary focus of the image is to:  

- Display products or goods for sale (e.g., university 
sweatshirts or merchandise) 

- Showcase students’ or staff work (e.g., close-up shots of 
artwork at an exhibition or other student work at a 

university event.  

- If the image has been posted to display the ‘winning image’ 
in a photo competition of some sort 

- If the image is of someone giving a lecture or talk as part 
of a specific event rather than just a normal student 

lecture 

- If the image seeks to promote university specific services 
or advertise upcoming events (e.g., a photo of a poster 

advertising an upcoming public lecture, fundraising event, 

or charity ball) 

- If the image is posted with the intention of encouraging 
people to attend an event in real-time (e.g., ‘come on down 

to the fresher’s fayre’) 

- Showcasing student achievements (e.g., students who have 
‘done well’ or gone on to attain a good job or career).   

- If the image seeks to report on generic student activities 
and events that have happened in the past (e.g., students 

taking part in a course field trip, or team squad lineup 

images).  

- Images relating to ‘best uni of the year’ etc. 

- Promotional images to advertise courses etc. 

 

6 - Crowdsourcing 

 The primary purpose of the image is that it has been posted 

with the intention of generating feedback, interaction, 

engagement, and online interaction with viewers/followers 

(e.g., an image of a new logo design asking followers for 

their thoughts and feedback; encouraging viewers to take part 

in a competition; asking viewers to complete an online 

survey).  

 If the content of the image itself fits within a different 

classification category but the image is accompanied by text 

that explicitly asks for viewer feedback then this image 

should be classified as crowdsourcing.  

 

Multinominal logistic regression was used to answer RQ 2.  
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Results 

 

A total of 33,484 images were downloaded from the latest 

approximately 2,300 tweets from each of the 51 universities. The 

mean average number of images per university account on Twitter 

was 204, compared to 97 on Instagram for the same period. For ease 

of comparison, the results of the previous Instagram study (Stuart 

et al., 2017) are included in the results tables below (see Table 

2).    

 

Content analysis of images 

Based on the content analysis of the 1,020 images from the 51 UK 

universities, most images tweeted were showcasing (61 percent). 

Most showcasing images promoted a university event, such as an 

open day or an upcoming talk, or proclaimed university 

achievements (Figure 1). Humanizing images (20.9 percent) were 

also common.  

 

 

 

Table 2. Image types for 1020 random images from 51 UK university 

Twitter and Instagram accounts. 

Type of image % of Twitter images % of Instagram 

images 

1. Orienting 4.8% 14.3% 

2. Humanizing 20.9% 31.0% 
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3. Interacting 2.1% 5.7% 

4. Placemaking 2.7% 12.8% 

5. Showcasing 61.0% 28.8% 

6. Crowdsourcing 7.7% 7.5% 

 

 

Figure 1. Examples of showcasing images. 

 

Type of image and number of retweets  

The most retweets for an image was 60 with an average of 2.7, and 

41.8 percent having no retweets. Multinomial regression was used 

to detect any relationship between image type and retweet counts. 

Due to the skew in the data for the number of retweets (i.e., a 

long right tail), a log transformation was used. This is necessary 

because multinomial logistic regression does not work on skewed 

data (Dancey and Reidy, 2004). Multinomial logistic regression 

found a statistically significant difference (p value 0.010) 

between the number of retweets that showcasing images received 

compared to humanizing images. For every 1 extra retweet that an 

image received, it was 1.7 times more likely to be a showcasing 
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image.  Thus, showcasing images were retweeted more than 

humanizing images. 

 

Do universities post more images on Twitter or Instagram?  

For each university, the number of images posted to Twitter was 

compared with the number of images posted to Instagram during the 

same time period. As mentioned in the methods section, the time 

periods were matched with the previous investigation (Stuart et 

al., 2017) to get comparable data. The Twitter accounts included 

7,583 images compared to 3,615 images from the Instagram accounts 

for the same period (Figure 2).  Despite this, some universities 

posted more to Instagram. 

 

 

Figure 2. Number of images posted to Twitter and Instagram by 51 

UK universities. 
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The popularity of showcasing images for UK universities on Twitter 

fits with the common use of Twitter as an information source 

rather than for social networking (Kwak et al., 2010; Chung and 

Yoon, 2013). More specifically, it agrees to some extent with the 

predominant use of Twitter by academic institutions for one-way 

communication with current students (Davis III et al., 2012), 

although showcasing images are presumably more aimed at 

prospective students. Showcasing images 

promote/display/report/publicize university 

products/events/services, and this type of image could perhaps be 

described as ‘sharing information’ (Java et al., 2007; Naaman et 

al., 2010). However, as shown by the showcasing images in Figure 

1, it is often the text of the tweet that is sharing the 

information, and the images are merely there to accompany the 

text, or to ‘illustrate’ it (Chung and Yoon, 2013). The first 

image shown in Figure 1 is a photograph of a university campus, 

accompanying a tweet about an upcoming open day. Similarly, the 

second image in Figure 1 relates to the subject matter of an 

upcoming public talk at the university. In these two examples, the 

text of the tweets shares the main information, with the images 

not particularly containing any extra details. Since incorporating 

images with tweets fosters engagement and boost retweets (Rogers, 

2014), the purpose here is presumably to get the messages noticed. 

The third Figure 1 example includes the key information as text 

within the graphically designed image as well as through a 

hyperlink in the tweet: that the university management school had 

maintained its top position in a league table. In this case the 
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image does not need the accompanying tweet text to give context to 

the image but only because the text within the image contains the 

information.   

 

In this investigation, no analysis was made of the @replies to any 

of the image posts investigated, and it is therefore possible that 

showcasing images generated many reactions from followers, thus 

positioning the images more as social networking tools than 

information sources. However, regardless of the interaction 

generated from a post, if the original intention behind the post 

was to broadcast specific information then this supports the 

claims that Twitter is used more to share information than to 

build networks. The numerical difference between the most popular 

type of image (showcasing: 61 percent) and the second most popular 

type (humanizing: 21 percent), suggests that Twitter is mainly 

used to broadcast university-specific information, with the images 

only providing a visual accompaniment to the text.     

 

The results differ greatly from those for Instagram from the same 

set of universities since humanizing images were the most popular 

type of image on Instagram (Stuart et al., 2017). This reflects 

the differences between Instagram and Twitter. Instagram is a 

mobile-only image sharing service, and images are the central 

focus of all Instagram posts. It offers an ‘all-in-one package’ 

(Lee et al., 2015), which enables users to take photos from within 

the app itself, edit photos, transform them via filters, and 

upload and share them with other Instagram followers. These 
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filters often give images a dreamy and romantic feel and this is 

so common that the tag #nofilter is used to label those images 

that are unmodified (Marwick, 2015). Within Instagram, images that 

are aesthetically pleasing are highly regarded and it is common 

practice to be selective about image posting, with only a few 

posts each day (Marwick, 2015). These two factors may drive the 

posting of images that have a human character and warmth (i.e., 

humanizing images). 

 

The dominance of showcasing images on Twitter suggests that it is 

clearly established as an ‘information broadcasting’ channel, in 

contrast to the wider range of typical uses for Instagram. This 

aligns with earlier work by Small (2011) who found that 

information sharing was the main driver for users tweeting about 

Canadian politics on Twitter. It also fits with Bergie and 

Hodson’s (2015) findings that discussion on Twitter is driven by 

traditional media organisations and that the general user base 

merely act as an echo chamber for what has already been said, 

‘reiterating the message of those in power’ (p. 262).    

  

The extra retweeting found for showcasing images in comparison to 

humanizing images on Twitter suggests that they are successfully 

performing their role of disseminating information. Showcasing 

images aim to promote/display/report/publicize university 

products/events/services, suggesting that retweeting reflects 

users believing that the information contained within the tweet is 
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useful (e.g., the time and location of a lecture, freshers’ fayre 

or graduation ball). 

 

The universities posted more images to Twitter (7,583) than 

Instagram (3,615) over the same time period. However, this 

difference is likely to be due to several reasons. First, as 

mentioned above, it is common practice on Instagram to be 

selective, with a maximum of two images per day being posted 

(Marwick, 2015). This is likely to be the main reason as to why 

more images are posted to Twitter by UK universities. Second, 

whereas Instagram users can only edit and upload images to 

Instagram via their mobile phones, Twitter is also web-based, 

which makes it easier for multiple staff within a university to 

access the University Twitter account and post content. 

Organizations can ghostwrite Twitter with different people posting 

content accompanied by stock images or images re-appropriated from 

other sources. Instagram’s mobile-based access is likely to 

further limit the frequency with which images are posted. Third, 

Instagram is a newer service (Twitter was launched in 2006, and 

Instagram in 2010). It can take time for an organization to 

develop a coherent usage policy for each new social media service, 

and they may adopt a conservative strategy and post minimally 

until new services are better understood. Lastly, retweets are 

very popular on Twitter and many people’s timelines are populated 

with retweeted information. The mechanism for retweeting is a 

single click. In contrast, a separate repost app is needed to 

regram on Instagram. Moreover, personally created images are 
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important within Instagram and so regrams are not a natural 

feature.  

 

Although UK universities posted more images to Twitter than 

Instagram, it should not be inferred that Twitter is better for 

university images. As outlined above, images can be secondary in 

Tweets and slow posting on Instagram may be a deliberate policy to 

match users’ expectations. 

  

Conclusions  

This research has several limitations. Most importantly, it covers 

only one country and only includes universities with an Instagram 

profile. Another limitation is that the content analysis analyses 

each image and tweet separately rather than positioning it within 

the social media campaign of the originating university. It is 

therefore possible that the images perform functions other than 

the ones identified here. 

 

The results reveal substantial differences between the image 

posting practices of UK universities on Twitter and Instagram. 

Although UK universities tend to post self-contained humanizing 

images to Instagram, the same set of 51 UK universities mainly 

posted showcasing images on Twitter to support textual messages, 

and also tweeted twice as many images in total. Showcasing images 

promote/display/report/publicize university 

products/events/services, suggesting that Twitter is an 

information-sharing network for current and prospective students. 
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Images tended to illustrate the accompanying tweet text or to 

contain embedded text, rather than being purely visual. They were 

also more likely to be re-appropriated from other sources (e.g., 

phone screen shots, pictures of text messages, stock photos, 

graphic images etc.) rather than originating as a smartphone 

photograph, as is predominantly the case with Instagram. 

University communication departments should recognise that the two 

services perform different functions and should therefore have 

separate communication strategies for each one. 

 

Because the use of showcasing images was dominant for UK 

universities on Twitter (61 percent of images), it would be useful 

for staff members who are responsible for the online communication 

strategy of a particular university to post more images of 

different types (i.e., orienting, humanizing, interacting, 

placemaking, and crowdsourcing) in order to try to connect with 

followers in new and more innovative ways, rather than merely 

using it as an information sharing service. This strategy could be 

aligned with the practice of content curation, whereby the staff 

member(s) in charge of the Twitter account would specifically 

attempt to highlight a range of interesting and meaningful content 

that they think would appeal to their followers (Zhong et al., 

2013). 

 

In terms of future research, it would be useful to explore the 

interactions between university accounts and their followers to 

determine if different types of images generate more @replies, and 
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whether these replies discuss the original post. It would also be 

interesting to conduct a content analysis that compares the types 

of image formats posted to Twitter and Instagram (e.g., 

photographs, phone screen shots, pictures of text messages, 

graphic images) to explore more deeply the differences between the 

two services. This investigation has highlighted that Twitter 

images tend to be accompaniments to the text contained within a 

tweet and may be stock photographs from the university marketing 

department, or graphically created images sharing information. It 

would also be useful to assess the strategies of universities in 

other countries and other social media services. 
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