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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this paper is to highlight how North Western University (NWU) Library used
Facebook and Twitter to inform, educate and communicate with library users during the students’ protests
#FeesMustFall Campaign.

Design/methodology/approach — This paper follows a case study approach to examine how Facebook
and Twitter were used to inform, educate and communicate with library users during the #FeesMustFall
Campaign. Data was obtained from the NWU Library’s Facebook Insights, the Facebook page itself and
Twitter account, after which content was analysed.

Findings — The paper provides insights that the teaching and learning (educational) aspect still lags behind
on social media usage in libraries. Given the period in question, the expectation would have been a higher
percentage of posts that could be categorized as educational.

Research limitations/implications — The study is confined to one campus library of the NWU
Libraries and the results cannot be generalised to the NWU.

Practical implications — Social media use policies should be developed and awareness created on their
availability and meaning/implications to users.

Originality/value — This paper fulfils an identified need to study how social media can be used by
academic libraries. The literature currently focuses on how Twitter has been used in library campaigns. This
paper shows how Facebook can be used in a university setting during crises time.
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Introduction and background

The introduction of Web 2.0 in 2004 has given rise to different types applications such as
Facebook, Twitter, blogs, social networking sites and wikis. These applications have
become so popular that institutions have seen the need to be part of this “social movement”.
Libraries’ communication strategies have had to incorporate some of the Web 2.0
applications to be relevant to their networked users. The popular applications have been
Facebook and Twitter. Despite their widespread popularity and use, Facebook and Twitter,
still have not been accepted by some researchers.

Concerns have been raised about the use of social media, in particular, Facebook in
higher education (Manca and Ranieri, 2016). Social media is preferred for sharing and not for
teaching. Other concerns are that it promotes overspending of time on non-academic
activities and encourages negative attitudes. These concerns are relevant but as Schroender
and Greenhowe (2009, p. 2) found, social media offers a “dynamic and unintimidating
environment for students to communicate|. . .J".

The communication and interactive nature of Facebook and Twitter, thus, cannot be
ignored. In support of the library theme to: inform, educate and communicate, the North
West University NWU) Library — Mafikeng Campus adopted two platforms of social media
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Facebook and Twitter. However, events of October 2015 saw Facebook and Twitter’s role
redefined (The events were that during the students’ protests, the University Administration
Building, Science Centre and Residence Managers Office were burnt down and clashes were
reported between the Police and students. The University Management for the safety of the
students and property closed the university indefinitely and all students had to vacate the
campus.). The library’s social media platforms assumed a new role driven by the students’
need for up-to-date information, which was in many instances not related to the library
services.

Objectives of the paper
The objectives of this paper are:

e to highlight the ways in which the NWU Library — Mafikeng Campus used social
media during the #FeesMustFall Campaign,

e outline the challenges faced by NWU Library — Mafikeng Campus during the
#FeesMustFall Campaign; and

o articulate the advantages and disadvantages of using social media in the midst of
crises.

Literature review

Social media as used in political, social and crisis campaigns

Social media has been used in the political campaigns in various regions worldwide
(Gunitsky, 2015; Klausen, 2015). Klausen (2015) reported on the use of Twitter by jihadist in
Syria and Iraq, and beyond, mainly for the purposes of recruitment and indoctrination to
build a transnational community of violent extremism and for psychological warfare. In
addition, Vaccari et al. (2015) found that social media allows users to acquire political
information and express themselves politically on these platforms. In Tunisia, social media
was used for protest mobilisation during anti-government protests (Breuer ef al., 2015).
However, criticism of social media’s role in political campaigns has increased.

Criticism has been made about the effect of social media platforms in political campaigns.
Penney (2015) added that the effects of political campaigns through the use social media are
far from being fully understood. Reuter and Szakonyi (2015, p. 29) also indicate that the
political scientists tend to treat the new media platforms’ effects in political campaigns as a
“black box”. In addition to political campaigns, social media has been used in social
campaigns.

In a social campaign, the use of social media includes disseminating a message, to raise
global awareness of a problem and attempts to expose wrong doing (Bonilla and Rosa,
2015). Social media overcomes a national media blackout through brokering information,
can be used for large mobilisation, reporting event magnitudes and informing communities
(Breuer et al., 2015). However, the effects of social media on behavioral — intent and
information -seeking outcomes are relatively an area that was not yet fully understood
(Fraustino and Ma, 2015). Social media, though dismissed as a poor substitute for real
activism, has been noted to provide a digital voice (Bonilla and Rosa, 2015).

Furthermore, the use of social media during times of crises has been evident. Simon et al.
(2015) examined the use of social media in emergency situations. Graham et al. (2015)
explored the adoption and use of social media tools for crisis communication. Lachlan et al.
(2016) analysed the use of Twitter during a winter storm. Omilion-Hodges and McClain
(2016) examined a university’s use of social media during a time of a campus shooting crisis.
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In times of crises, social media was found to offer an interactive, collaborative, conversational
and community-based platform for crises communication (Al-Saggaf and Simmons, 2015,
Spence et al., 2015; Spence, Lachlan and Rainear, 2016; Yates and Partridge, 2015). An
analysis of the social media used during times of crises indicates that Twitter is the most
widely used. Simon ef al. (2015) were of the opinion that Twitter is widely used in social
media research due to technical ability to be able to extract information.

Use of social media by academic libraries

Various studies have examined the use of social media in higher education. Most of the
research focused on whether or not to use social media in higher education (Sobaih et al.,
2016); understanding students’ perceptions on the benefits of using social media in teaching
and learning (Hamid et al., 2015) and using social media as a tool to improve academic
performance (Al-Rahmi et al., 2015).

Much of the reviewed literature on the use of social media has been focused on
identifying the different tools that are being used by the different academic libraries and
studying perception and influences to adopt social media. Ali and Parveen (2015) examined
the use of Web 2.0 tools by Engineering libraries which included the different social media
networks. Chu and Du (2013) explored the use of social networking tools in academic
libraries, specifically examining extent, perceptions and factors influencing adoption.
Furthermore, Mukherjee and Chandra (2014) also focused on Web 2.0 tools to determine how
they can be used in library services in India. Similarly, Gulati (2016) focused on the use of
Web 2.0 tools in selected universities in India. Finally, Boateng and Liu (2014) analysed the
use of Web 2.0 in 100 academic libraries in the USA, with Facebook and Twitter being used
by all 100 libraries. Facebook and Twitter were mainly used as outreach tools to promote
services to the communities and beyond, alternative channels of communication, for user
and reference service and a social utility to form personalized connections with users
(Ahenkorah-Marfo and Akussah, 2016; Boateng and Liu, 2014; Gulati, 2016).

Emerging research on the use of social media has focused on altmetrics and analysing
the activity of a university’s social media platform. One of the roles that libraries are
expected to play to assist faculty is in the emerging area of altmetrics. Lapinski et al (2013)
reported that librarians should assist faculty with using the information that is available on
social media for research purposes which would enhance standard bibliographic instruction.
Palmer (2014) analysed the forms of Twitter and Facebook activity that engage library
stakeholders in social media conversations in the Australian context. Ahenkorah-Marfo and
Akussah (2016) investigated the preparedness of academic libraries in Ghana for the use of
social media in reference and user services.

#FeesMustFall
The #FeesMustFall Movement started at the University of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg,
South Africa. This was in response to the intention of the University to hike the tuition fees
by 10 per cent (De Jager, 2016; Kekana et al, 2015; Quintal, 2015; Sello, 2015). Messages
began circulating on social networking sites, threatening a total shutdown of public
universities (De Jager, 2016). The student protests quickly affected all public universities.
According to Luescher and Klemencic¢ (2016), the truly innovative dimension of the 2015
#MustFall Movements is the extent to which student activists and sympathizers took to
social media and the internet. The #MustFall movements signalled the arrival of a new way
of organizing student power simultaneously in the cyberspace and public spaces. Students
used social media and internet-based platforms prolifically as means to mobilize others,
coordinate activism, share pamphlets, readings, pictures and video-clips.



Methodology

University

This paper is a case study that elaborates on how Facebook and Twitter were used during library’s use of

the #FeesMustFall Campaign. A table was created to visualise the frequency of posts and
tweets according to the theme of inform, educate and communicate. Data was obtained from
the North West University Library’s Facebook Insights, the Facebook page itself and
Twitter account and was then tabulated.

Discussion, findings and results

For purposes of this paper, the social media posts sent by the NWU Library were divided into
Informational, Educational and Communicative posts. It must be stated, however, that many of
those posts serve two or all of those roles. For such posts, we decided to categorise them based
on the area where they lean more towards. For example, a post announcing information literacy
training. Even though this post can be regarded as informational, the final product will be the
development of the students’ information literacy skills — an educational role.

Table I shows a more comprehensive breakdown of our Facebook posts and tweets
during the #FeesMustFall protests.

The number of posts and the tweets are similar as a result of the customization of the
accounts. Facebook was the dominant social media platform used by the library users. A
very low number of users participated on Twitter, as evidenced by the number of tweets and
replies received. This confirms the observation made by various authors that Facebook
remains the most popular social media network in academic libraries (Ndlangamandla and
Chisenga, 2016, p. 509; Rogers, 2011; Ojo, 2015). There were 53 posts sent by the library.
After we classified those posts according to the IEC, 23 were informational, 9 were
educational and 21 were communicative. Posts received a low 0.6 per cent comments on
average from the users. A total reach of 885 was achieved per post with the post with the
most reach, (likes, comments, shares and clicks) being the post announcing the opening of
the library for 24 hours, which was one of the demands of the #FeesMustFall Campaign.

Informational role of social media during the #FeesMustFall

Wendling et al (2013) points out that social media plays a critical role in information
provision during times of crises. Bishop (2013, p. 152) concurs that the provision of
information during times of crises is very critical. In the case of libraries, the information
provision role is an inherent attribute of a library as all libraries are established to collect,

Posts and tweets made by the library Informative Educational Communicative Total
Number of posts (made by the library) 23 9 21 53
Total reach 10,926 13,494 19,013 43433
“Likes 189 77 156 422
Comments 8 10 15 33
Shares 10 143 65 218
Clicks 528 624 1,667 2,819
Number of tweets (made by the Library) 23 9 21 53
Retweets 3 23 1 27
Replies 0 1 1

Total 11,687 14,381 20,939 47,007

Notes: “There were four Twitter likes. One from an informational tweet and three from an educational
tweet
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preserve and share information in one way or the other (Okiy, 2005; Mostert, 1999). Social
media, therefore, serves to enhance the traditional role expected of any library. The role of
NWU library’s social media during this period, especially when the campus was closed, was
to keep the users abreast of developments on campus and the library such as sending
reminders about the renewal of books to avoid fines.

Most posts that could be categorised as playing the information provision role were
about new developments at the university and the library. These were mostly in relation to
the effects of the campaign. The other category of posts was information about new
resources, services and events.

Some of the informational posts that generated a lot of interest from the page during this
time were the following:

» Post about the opening of the library for 24 h during October and November 2015.
To compensate students for lost time during the campaign period, the library staff
were in agreement with the need to open the library for 24 h. This post had a total
reach of 3,872.

» A post about the progress of a NWU student in the SABC1 Top Six One Day Leader
competition had a total reach of 2,434.

e 2016 registration schedule had total reach of 1,526.

¢ The post about the disbandment of the Campus Student Representatives Council
(CSRC) and the constitution of the new CSRC had a total reach 1,524.

Educational role of social media during the #FeesMustFall

Despite Ezeani and Igwesi’s (2012) call for librarians to use social media networks for
educational purposes, our findings are in line with the observations made in the Taylor and
Francis (2014, p. 2) White Paper that the educational aspect still lags behind on social media
usage in libraries. Given the period in question, the expectation would have been a higher
percentage of posts that could be categorized as educational. This, however, is not the case,
as shown by the tabulation of posts. Further, the semester did not cease during the
#FeesMustFall protests for postgraduate students. Students were not allowed on campus
during this period, but some of them still used social media to contact the library and
request for resources.

Communication role of social media during the #FeesMustFall

Fortner (2007, p. 18) defines communication as a dynamic, symbolic process by which
people in dialogue construct the meanings and share the emotions through which they
understand, value and live in society, and by which they both behave and justify their
behaviour. It differs from information in that communication is a two-way process that
involves an exchange between two or more parties (Fortner, 2007; Ezeani and Igwesi, 2012,
p. 2; Simon et al., 2014, p. 7; Taylor and Francis, 2014, p. 2).

During the #FeesMustFall period, a notice was sent to students so that they could renew
books online through social media. However, the number of students who renewed books
online was very low. As an intervention, the library sent a notice through Facebook and
Twitter to inform the students about the two-week amnesty for all students who were
required to return overdue books during the Campaign. The result of the notice through
social media was evident by the number of book returns when the campus library re-opened.

In addition, social media served not only as a student-library communication platform,
but also as a student-student communication tool. Students could communicate with each



other through the social media pages. This is in line with Bishop’s (2013) findings in the
Gaza Crisis that social media was, among other things, used for peer-to-peer communication.
One positive message was that of a student who was offering to lend any student who was
set to graduate, his or her academic attire free of charge. The use of social media was not
always positive as discussed below.

Challenges of using social media during the #FeesMustFall Campaign

The social media policy of North-West University (2016) regulates against the use of social
media to attempt to harm the image and reputation of the university. Despite this policy, the
#FeesMustFall crisis showed that using social media during times of crises is not without
risks and challenges. Besides the normal challenges of using social media in academic
libraries, there were some unique challenges experienced during this period. Negative
commentary was the biggest risk. The negative commentary experienced during this period
included: use of the social media platforms for propaganda, incitement of students against
the university, use of rude and condescending language and hijacking of the platforms by
former students and strangers. The negative commentary can be divided into three broad
categories:

Propaganda and incitement of students

During times of crises, it becomes very difficult to differentiate truth from fiction. As a
result, a lot of information gets peddled for propaganda and incitement purposes (Wendling
et al., 2013). Bishop (2013, p. 153) posits that some people may intentionally send information
that is meant to mislead and cause confusion. In the case of the Kenyan Westgate Mall
Terror Attack, Simon et al (2014) found that the population struggled to differentiate
between misinformation and reliable information. This was so much that the government
had to issue a warning to the public against unverified social media accounts.

At North-West University, some students used the social media pages to incite violence
against University Management, passive students or other student political organisations.
An example is that of a message that was sent by the library being open for 24 hours from
Monday to Friday in November 2015. It is in this message that all students’ organisations
claimed “victory” against University management. Each of the students’ organisations
claimed responsibility for ensuring that the library operated for “24-hours”.

Another example was when the library posted a message indicating that it was reverting
to “vacation hours”, students threatened a sit-in in the library. Students were told on our
social media platforms to do whatever it took to ensure that the library operated for 24 h.
When a message by University Management regarding the suspension of the CSRC
president was posted on the Facebook page on 21 January 2016, students threatened even
more violence, which was evident in the posts on Facebook.

Wendling ef al (2013) advises that to counter propaganda and incitement, all official
social media communication should be clearly labelled to allow the public to decide on the
validity and reliability of information.

Trolling

Trolling can be understood as repetitive, harmful actions which violate a websites’ terms of
use (Shachaf and Hara, 2010). At the height of the protests, the trolling behaviour was
pervasive on social media as students sought to influence other students. It did not matter
what was posted on social media, students found a way to manipulate the message in line
with their agenda. There was an attempt to use the university social media space to mobilize
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Figure 1.
Examples of trolling
behaviour

others to the #FeesMustFall cause. Figure 1 shows one of the instances where campus
management was attacked by a student using a post that is not related to the subject.

The use of official social media spaces for trolling during times of crises is not unique to
NWU. The Japanese experience in the aftermath of the 2011 earthquake and tsunamis
shows a similar experience. Wendling ef al (2013) points out that the official Japanese
Facebook and Twitter pages were used to attack the Japanese Government on unrelated
issues like whaling and the use of nuclear technology.

Spamming and hoax messages
Spam is flooding the internet with many copies of the same message, in an attempt to force
the message on people who would not otherwise choose to receive it. Most spam is
commercial advertising, often for dubious products, get-rich-quick schemes or quasi-legal
services. During this period, at least 13 messages that can be considered as spam on NWU
Library social media pages were received. Three of those messages advertised illegal
abortion clinics. The second trend was that of people or students advertising illegally. Six
messages either advertised accommodation, book sales, student seminars, music shows or
CCTV cameras. A notable example was one Mr Cheaf Adams — a fortune teller and
traditional healer — who tried selling his services through the library on social media at least
four times.

There were also examples of hoax messages. An example was when a post was sent
through the Facebook page to the effect that students were going to stage another sit-in in
the library and demand the continuation of 24 hour library services. As a result, the library

Post Date Trolling behavior
Library to open | 16 “Who's fooling who”
till 00h00 during | Nov. “University Management must apologise to students”
exams 2015 “Everyone to (sic) will write exams no matter what you
say”
“Free education now”

“No to fee increaments (sic)”

Vaal and | 29 Feb.
Potchefstroom 2016

Like Follow More v

)
Campuses won’t e
This university if full of Sh##. You hire heavily armed security
accommodate North-West L OO o ttior An v fatecwndisarndl a v e
Dt Jou oughtitwas OK 1o hife “Crminal Sokes- o shoot atsudent

y: Whosver i unning this universy mustjustresig, because heshe faied

students from
iicaty edcaind byt rerma sk

Mafikeng ] Yesesucent.
Mafikeng Campus Campus Library ol

| e

About

Photos

Reviews

Likes

Videos

Posts
—

Figure I: An example of trolling and spamming in one post




evacuated students before normal closing time in anticipation of the sit-in which turned out
to have been a hoax message.

The challenges above show that despite many advantages as an information,
communication and education tool during crises, social media has inherent disadvantages
that require proper measures to deal with. It is in this context that the campus had to
respond to these challenges.

Response of the campus to the negative commentary

The library itself did not respond to the negative commentary. The matter was handled by
the University Management. At first, the University Management appeared indifferent to
the negativity. It was only after three months that University Management responded by
issuing out a statement on 7 March 2016, warning students and staff against the use of the
university social media platforms to incite others, and reminding the students of the
university code and the social media policy. As compared with the Kenyan government,
which issued a statement against abuse of social media within three days of the Kenyan
Westgate Mall Terror Attack, the university delayed in issuing a statement. The delay could
be attributed to the instinct of higher education institutions to avoid the temptation to stifle
debates and suppress different opinions. This is to ensure that academic freedom is not
violated in the process of dealing with social media abuse (Pomerantz ef al., 2015, pp. 14-15).
Ironically, once a statement from the university management was posted on the library
Facebook page, it elicited even more negative commentary.

Conclusion and recommendations
The usefulness of social media in informing, educating and communicating with library
users cannot be overemphasized. The popularity of the social media among students
suggested that they preferred to use these platforms than any other channels of
communication. The study concludes that while informational and communicative posts
were more popular with library users and librarians, the same cannot be said about
educational posts. With regard to challenges of using social media to inform, educate and
communicate with library users, the study concludes that opportunists may take advantage
of the available platforms to dilute and change the intended meaning of messages. Students
also used Facebook to convey propaganda and hoax messages.

On the basis of both the importance and, of course, challenges encountered when using
social media during the #FeesMustFall Campaign period, we propose the following
recommendations:

e Social media use policies should be developed and awareness raised on their
availability and meaning/implications to users. Public computers in laboratories
should bear extracts of the social media policy, which the user has to accept before
using the computer.

e That the availability of educational information through e-guides should be
publicized via social media, with active links to its full content. This will stimulate
the use of social media for educational purposes.

e It is further recommended that users should be “blocked” as part of the enforcement
of the social media policy from spamming or trolling on official social media
platforms.

¢ Collaboration with other university social media librarians should be encouraged
with a view to compare practices and user behaviour particularly during times of
crises.
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For further studies, a comprehensive study on the awareness of students about the
consequences of the abuse of social media at the university level is recommended. In
addition, a study of the students’ online culture may help policy makers to craft policies
which take cognizance of students’ social behaviour.
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