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Abstract 

Rational. Social networking sites and social media play an important role in attracting international 

students that seek universities and academic programs outside their own countries. Facebook, 

LinkedIn, Twitter, Google+, and YouTube have changed the way international students search for the 

universities in the United States. The problem is that it is unclear which social media tools 

international students use when making their academic choices. The gathered information could serve 

as a useful tool for universities to understand how students utilize social media and how to reach out 

to them. Objective. The objective of this qualitative systematic review of literature was to examine the 

types of social media tools utilized by international students when searching for universities in the 

United States since 2010. Methodology. The current study utilized qualitative systematic literature 

review design to identify, evaluate, and present literature related to the research question. The review 

consisted of three main phases: (1) planning the review, (2) conducting the review, and (3) reporting 

the review. Science Direct and Emerald Insights databases were searched using several combinations 

of search terms. Based on the quality assessment, 23 articles were selected for final analysis of broad 

categories, including research methods, findings, limitation, and future research. Key Findings. The 

majority of students reported using Face book and Twitter for information seeking, finding, sending, 

and receiving. There was no evidence to support that students used specific social media tools when 

searching for universities and academic programs in the US. Some outcomes of using social media 

tools were also identified. Conclusion. Although further work is needed to understand what specific 

social media platforms international students use when seeking for university-specific information, 

current study indicates that college students thrive in a social media environment. Thus, universities in 

the US need to be open to these new and continuously developing social platforms and remain 

engaged with current and potential international students.  

Keywords: social media, social networking sites, international students, university selection, 

academic programs 

Introduction 

With the continuous development in technology, the flow of information has become the major drive 

of available data through the social web (Talebloo and Baki, 2013). The frequencies of using social 

media tools and the potential advantages of using them have become an increasing topic of interest. 
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Individuals who have social media accounts tend to use them several times a day (Ellison, Stainfield, 

and Lampe, 2007) to search through Social Media Networks, Wikis, User Reviews, and Question and 

Answer sites (Kim, Sin, and He, 2013). 

Social media such as Face book, YouTube, Twitter, and LinkedIn is evolving day-by-day at a faster 

pace and changing the methods and manners of the  domestic (Hampton, Goulet, and Purcell, 2011) 

and international (Safahieh and Singh, 2006) students search for information about universities in the 

US. In 2015, 85% of online teens and 82% of adults, who were prospective university students, used 

social networking sites for different purposes (Schroeder & Greenbowe, 2009). Thus, universities 

could respond to this change by engaging with prospective international students through these online 

communities.  

The problem is that it is unclear which social media tools international students use when making 

their academic choices. Therefore, the purpose of this systematic literature review was to examine the 

types of social media tools utilized by international students when searching for universities in the 

United States since 2010. The gathered information could serve as a useful tool for universities to 

understand how students utilize social media tools and how to reach out to them. 

Materials and Methods 

The current study utilized qualitative systematic literature review (Kitchenham, 2004) design. It is 

particularly appropriate to this study because it enables to identify, evaluate, and present literature 

related to the research problem and question as well as to understand the patterns, uses, benefits, and 

influence of social media on international students when seeking information and selecting academic 

programs in the US. 

This systematic review involved several activities that were categorized into three main phases: (1) 

planning the review, (2) conducting the review, and (3) reporting the review. The validity and 

reliability of the systematic review process were ensured through completing each of the three phases.  

Planning the Review 

The planning activity focused on developing the need for the review and on specifying a research 

question. As stated above, it is unclear which social media tools international students use when 

searching for academic programs in the US. Thus, this knowledge gap led us to the following research 

question that guided current systematic literature review: What types of social media tools do 

international students use when searching for universities and academic programs in the United 

States? 

Conducting the Review 

Method: The review of literature was conducted through two databases, including Science Direct and 

Emerald Insight. Science Direct database was selected because it covers all social media networking 

tools, Social Sciences, and Humanities. Emerald Insight database was selected because it includes 

publications in the field of advanced technology and behaviour of international students. 
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Data categories and publication collection method flow: For the purpose of data collection, several 

combinations of search terms were utilized as summarized in Table 1 (see Appendix A). Each search 

combination consisted of search terms from four categories, including Population (Category A), 

Location (B), Strategy (C), and Networks/Social Media (D) and was used to identify journal articles. 

The process of identifying journal articles is illustrated in Figure 1 (see Appendix B). Based on the 

review of abstracts and additional review, 23 publications were selected for final analysis. 

Inclusion and exclusion factors: The objective of the selection was to identity as many relevant 

publications as possible to answer the study question. The strategy of conducting the review was to 

select the relevant publications based on the constructs included in the research question. A step-by-

step approach was utilized during data extraction activity and was used to ensure that each paper had 

contributed a value to the literature review, met specific quality criteria, and was within the scope of 

the current study. The peer-reviewed publications were considered to ensure that the findings were 

meaningful. 

Data collection process: During data collection process various combinations of search terms were 

entered into two databases using Advanced Search function and limiting the year of publications 

between 2010 and the date of data search, June 1st, 2017. The details of each combination of search 

terms and the number of articles returned are listed in Table 2 (see Appendix C).For example, the first 

combination of search terms consisted of the following: “International students” AND “United States” 

AND “American University search” and it returned the following number of results for “Facebook” 

(240 articles in Emerald Insight and 326 articles in Science Direct). Similar searches were performed 

for “Twitter” “YouTube” and so on. The second, third, and forth combination of search terms were 

conducted in a similar manner to that of the first combination search.  

Data analysis: A data analysis file was created in Microsoft® Excel® for Mac (2011) to record and 

analyze relevant information from selected publications. Publications were analyzed based on the 

following categories: research objectives, methods, participants, measures, procedure, findings, and 

limitations. 

Results and Analysis 

Table 3 (see Appendix D) summarizes the findings from a review of 23 journal articles and shows the 

types, purposes, and outcomes associated with the use of social media platforms. Overall, the 

literature showed that students tended to use a multiple number of social media platforms. Face book 

was the most popular platform followed by Twitter, YouTube, Instagram, LinkedIn, Google+, and 

Google Services (see Appendix E, Figure 2).  

Six major purposes for using social media platforms were identified and are illustrated in Figure 3 

(see Appendix F). The most often reported purpose was sending and receiving pictures, messages, 

videos or music and the least reported purpose was related to work such as completing assignments 

during internship or job-hunting.  
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Figure 4 (see Appendix G) illustrates perceived outcomes of using social media platforms including 

gaining a broad number of skills, identifying personal characteristics in relation to the use of social 

media tools, having access to information, or facing problems. Gaining skills was the most often 

reported benefit and facing problems was reported in only three studies.  

Discussion 

This study was undertaken to investigate what social media tools international students used when 

searching for universities and academic programs in the US. An overwhelming majority of students 

reported using Face book and Twitter for information seeking and finding as well as for sending and 

receiving messages, pictures, videos or other (e.g., Alan and Kabadayi, 2016; Balakrishnan & Lay, 

2016; Deniz and Geyik, 2015). We found no evidence that students used specific social media 

platforms when seeking information about universities or academic programs in the US. The lack of 

evidence could be attributed to the limited number of databases searched and the selected search terms 

and their combinations. It is also possible that the survey questions used in previous studies did not 

address the issue of social media tools and academic preferences. Thus, further research is 

recommended to identify the specific social media tools that international students use when seeking 

for academic programs in the US. 

Nevertheless, our review of literature showed that authors looked at the use of social media among 

international students for completing a course-work (e.g., Aharony, 2015; Eger, 2015; Garret & 

Cutting, 2012; Isari et al., 2016), internship (Cheong et al., 2014) as well as experiencing positive 

adjustment (Lin & Lu, 2011) and college attachment (Lin et al. 2011). Similarly, other authors looked 

at the uses of social media platforms as related to academic context (Kim et al., 2013), dissimilar 

culture, climate, and care (Mahmud, Amat, Rahman, and Ishak, 2010), and student adaptation to 

college (Kalpidou, Costin, and Morris, 2011). This body of knowledge support the positive impact 

social media platforms have on college students. 

In addition, several studies pointed to the fact that college students gained several important skills 

through the use of social media, including cross-cultural skills of exposure (Rui & Wang, 2015), 

virtual team involvement skilled (Isari et al., 2016) skills and collaborative (Saw et al., 2014). 

Correspondingly, Sin and Kim (2013) documented that Face book and other social networking sites 

enabled students to gain skills in findings everyday life information.  

Limitations 

The main limitation of the present study was the number of databases searched. There were only two 

databases searched and it is possible that other databases would provide additional publication on 

social media use among international students. Another limitation was a low number of returned 

publications on the researched problem and a lack of access to some of the full text articles. Thus, it 

would be inaccurate to conclude that international students used Face book and Twitter most often. In 

addition, some of the analyzed studies were published a few years ago; thus, they did not include 

information regarding current popular social media and networking sites. Finally, the results cannot be 
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generalized to all international students, not only due to cultural and economic differences between 

students in various parts of the world, but also due to differences in preferences, uses, and access to 

social networking sites. 

Conclusion 

Although further work is needed to understand what specific social media platforms international 

students use when seeking for university-specific information, our findings indicate that college 

students thrive in a social media environment not only due to the access to individuals, groups, and 

communities, but also due to the development of personal, technical, social, and cross-cultural skills. 

We believe that the findings are important for college Administrators, because they show how 

students use the various media platforms and where they can be reached. Many colleges still use a 

one-way communication platform and neglect the social media environment that encourages its users 

to be engaged in with each other. Oliveira and Figueira (2015) addressed the importance of 

implementing social media strategies that takes into consideration a two-way communication with the 

members of a higher education sector. The authors pointed out that a two-way communication 

through various social media platforms would enable an academic institution not only to maintain its 

image and reputation but also to engage with its members in a dynamic and meaningful dialogue.     

From this premise, we argue that social media tools remain the major platform for communicating 

with college students across the world. Thus, universities in the US need to be open to these new and 

continuously developing social platforms and be engaged with the current and potential international 

students in a meaningful dialogue.  
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APPENDIX B 

 

Figure 1. Flow of publication collection. This figure illustrates the process of identifying journal 

articles.
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APPENDIX C 

Table 2 
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APPENDIX D 

Table 3 

Summary of Social Media Uses and Perceived Outcomes 

Studies 

Published Jan. 

2010 –  

June 2017 

 

Participant

s & 

Country  

 

Social Networking 

Sites (SNSs) 

 

Purpose of Using SNSs 

 

Perceived Outcomes: 

Benefits or Problems  

Aharony (2015) Israel  

(n=111) 

What’s App  Communicating with 

individuals and groups through 

sending and receiving text, 

audio, or pictures. 

Perceived satisfaction and 

enjoyment 

Alan & 

Kabadayi 

(2016) 

Turkey 

(n=108) 

Face book, Twitter Socializing, keeping in touch 

with friends, being part of a 

community; seeking 

information 

Perceived extraversion and 

openness associated with 

the use of SNSs 

Balakrishnan & 

Lay 2016) 

Malaysia 

(n=300) 

Face book, 

YouTube, Twitter, 

MySpace, 

Instagram 

Learning, entertainment, 

collaborating, communicating, 

sharing and seeking 

information 

Distinction of participatory 

learning style with the use 

of SNSs  

Bicen & Cavus 

(2012)  

Cyprus  

(n=93) 

Twitter Sharing of quotes, photos, 

videos, music, news and 

educational materials.   

Social and educational 

skills 

Cheong et al. 

(2014) 

Malaysia  

(n=4) 

Instagram, 

Pinterest, 

Facebook fan 

page, Facebook 

cost-per-mile  

Completing internship 

assignments for the Online 

Marketing department 

Maximum access to 

customers with minimum 

cost  

Deniz & Geyik 

(2015) 

Turkey 

(n=148) 

Facebook, Twitter, 

Instagram, 

LinkedIn, 

MySpace, 

Pinterest, 

Tumbler, other 

Chatting, being a member of a 

social networks, 

communicating with 

classmates and instructors 

Communication skills; 

access to information; 

Problems: addictive use of 

technology 

Eger (2015)  Czech 

Republic 

(n=512) 

Facebook Learning and teaching; using 

for study groups on Facebook  

Collaborative skill, new 

knowledge  
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Fitri et al. 

(2015) 

Indonesia 

(n=329) 

Face book 

(Instagram, 

Twitter, Google+, 

other) 

Seeking and sharing of 

information, photos, videos, 

and links. Learning and 

teaching through Face book 

Social and course-related 

skills 

Forbush & 

Foucault-

Welles (2014) 

China  

(n=120) 

Face book, 

Twitter, 

Instagram, Weibo, 

RenRen 

Connecting with new and 

diverse people, Interacting 

regularly with others 

Social, academic, and 

adaptation skills  

Fu & Karan 

(2015) 

China  

(n=257) 

Baidu, Google 

Services (+You, 

Search, images, 

play, YouTube, 

News, Scholar) 

Socializing, seeking and 

sharing educational 

information, entertainment 

Become more 

cosmopolitan, free links to 

academic articles, optimum 

results 

Garrett & 

Cutting (2012) 

Canada, 

UK 

(n=30) 

Social networking 

applications 

Exchanging of ideas and 

participating in the discussion 

of scientific philosophy, 

forming online study 

partnerships 

International student 

partnerships, educational 

and collaborative skills 

Garcia-Martin 

& Garcia-

Sanchez (2013) 

Spain  

(n=757) 

Wikis, blogs, 

Google, Skype, 

Flicker, YouTube, 

personal SNSs 

Socializing, seeking and 

sharing of technical materials 

and information 

Social and technical skills.  

Grosch et al. 

(2014) 

Spain 

(n=982), 

Other 

countries  

Google Search, 

Face book, 

YouTube, Twitter, 

Google+, other (e-

mail, Wikis) 

Seeking information; Low use 

of Twitter for Learning; High 

use of Wikipedia among 

students from health sciences 

but not from engineering 

science  

Educational skills, self-

controlled media use 

 

Husain (2012)  Pakistan 

(n=600) 

Face book, 

LinkedIn, Twitter, 

Web-Blog, 

Google Group 

Seeking information, enjoying, 

networking, learning, 

networking, socializing, time-

passing  

Problems: time-

management, privacy 

issues, physical problems, 

bullying 

I sari et al. 

(2016) 

Italy  

(n=120) 

Twitter, Skype Sending tweets and Skype 

messages; communicating 

during collaborative problem 

solving. 

Intra-group communication 

and collaborative skills; 

virtual team skills 
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Lim et al. 

(2013) 

Singapore 

(n=31) 

Face book, 

YouTube, Twitter, 

Wikis, blogs 

Consuming information, 

socializing, learning, and 

completing course 

assignments. 

Self-directed learning, 

social skills 

Lin & Lu 

(2011) 

Taiwan 

(n=402) 

Face book Socializing, enjoying, 

interacting with mentors 

Positive adjustment, 

educational skills, 

perceived usefulness 

Lin et al. 

(2011) 

Several 

countries  

(n=195) 

Face book, other 

(e.g., Orkut, 

Friendster, 

Xiaonei) 

Interacting with different 

friend groups  

Social capital (online/ 

offline bridging), social and 

emotional adjustment, 

college attachment 

Mansour 

(2016) 

Egypt  

(n=441) 

Face book, email, 

Twitter, What’s 

App, YouTube, 

Wikipedia, Viber, 

Google  

Socializing, following the 

news, making friends; finding 

general information, 

participating in discussion 

groups, doing business, 

seeking job, communicating  

Free access to information; 

effective communication; 

builds confidence. 

Problems: too much 

information, time 

consuming, addictive, 

intimidating, violates 

privacy 

Peters et al. 

(2015) 

Namibia, 

US 

(n=354) 

Face book, 

Google+, Twitter, 

LinkedIn, other 

Connecting with friends, 

sharing of information and 

news, cultural practices, 

enjoyment  

Distinction of self-

censorship among the US 

students; different 

perception of privacy 

concept  

Rui & Wang 

(2015) 

33 

countries  

(n=202) 

Face book, 

Twitter, LinkedIn, 

Renren, Google+, 

sina weibo, QQ, 

Skype, Instagram, 

other 

Communicating (sending 

private messages) with 

individuals (local/distant host 

nationals, local/distant co-

nationals) 

Sociocultural, 

psychological, and cross-

cultural adaptation skills  

Saw et al. 

(2013) 

Domestic 

(n=367) 

Internatio

nal 

(n=178) 

Facebook, 

YouTube, Twitter, 

LinkedIn, 

Google+ Tumblr, 

MySpace, other 

Socializing, job-hunting, 

completing academic work, 

collaborating, sharing of ideas  

Social, educational, 

collaborative and self-

directed learning skills 

Usher et al. Australia Face book, Seeking information, clicking Social and professional 
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(2014)  (n=1,088) Twitter, LinkedIn, 

on-line media 

on advertisements, increasing 

network opportunities, 

obtaining peer-reviewed 

journals 

skills, insights about 

advertised products on 

Facebook 

APPENDIX E 

Figure 2,Types of Social Media Platforms 
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Figure 3.Major Purpose of using Social Media  
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APPENDIX G 

Figure 4. Perceived Outcomes of Using Social Media 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


