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The work presented here characterise the engagement of one university library with two social media platforms
popularwith academic libraries. The collected data are analysed to identify the forms of Twitter and Facebook ac-
tivity that engage library stakeholders in social media conversations. Associations were observed between:
i) directed tweets from the library and mentions of the library by others on Twitter; and ii) comments from
the library and comments from others on Facebook. Three broad classes of Twitter user interacting with the li-
brary were revealed: i) accounts strongly linked to the library with multiple to/from tweets; ii) those weakly
linked to the library with, typically, a single tweet; and iii) those indirectly linked to the library through tweets
mentioning the library and sent by other users. Two divergent forms of Facebook interaction with the library
were highlighted: i) a library post generating a large sequence of comments, typically in response to a competi-
tion/challenge; and ii) a library post with no comments, typically a photo post or a post inviting readers to click a
link tofindoutmore about an event/service. Theworkpresented here is an initial investigation that provides use-
ful insights, and offers a methodology for future research.

© 2014 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

INTRODUCTION

Online socialmedia systemshave created newways for individuals to
communicate, share information and interact with a wide audience
(Aharony, 2012; Lin & Ranjit, 2012; Rees &Hopkins, 2009). For organiza-
tions, social media provide new avenues for communication and collab-
oration with their stakeholders. However, any value created for an
organization through social media comes not from any particular plat-
forms, but from how they are used (Busch, 2011; Culnan, McHugh, &
Zubillaga, 2010; Dickson & Holley, 2010). While social media may
be widely used by individuals and many organizations, their use in
higher education generally is still relatively new (Busch, 2011;
Forkosh-Baruch & Hershkovitz, 2012). The potential value of social
media for academic libraries was recognized comparatively early on,
with the term ‘Library 2.0’ (referring to the application of web 2.0 online
tools to library functions) being coined by Casey in 2005 (Harinarayana&
Raju, 2010; Mahmood & Richardson, 2011; Nguyen, Partridge, &
Edwards, 2012). Following a period of piloting (Rees & Hopkins, 2009),
applications of socialmedia systems in library settings are nowcommon-
ly reported (Chen, Chu, & Xu, 2012; Glazer, 2012; Mahmood &
Richardson, 2011; Thornton, 2012). The growing ubiquitous presence
and use of social media means that many libraries are using social
media to engage their stakeholders in the online environment
(Burkhardt, 2010; Collins & Quan-Haase, 2012). Social media offer real-

time channels for information sharing and communication (Aziz, Chia,
& Loh, 2010), and venues for interactive dialogue and knowledge ex-
change (Aharony, 2012; Kim & Abbas, 2010).

Given that students are both a key stakeholder group for libraries, and
are a key user group of socialmedia, it is not surprising thatmany libraries
are looking to social media tools as a method for engaging students
(Dickson & Holley, 2010; Phillips, 2011). The networked nature of social
media systems means that information can flow between librarians and
students, but it can also then travel further — from student to student
(Mallon, 2012). Beyond being the physical or virtual gatekeepers of, and
advisors about, information sources, traditionally, librariansmaymost di-
rectly interact with students in the provision of information literacy
instruction. Many have identified social media channels as a modern
way to engage students in learning about information literacy (Bobish,
2011; Mawhinney, 2010; Morrow, 2010), and/or see social media as a
driver for the re-conception of information literacy as an element of
digital literacy (Walstrum, Garcia, & Morisson, 2011). A range of case
studies of library use of various social media tools can be found —

YouTube (Colburn & Haines, 2012; Collins & Quan-Haase, 2012); Pintrest
(Thornton, 2012); and Flickr (Collins & Quan-Haase, 2012). However, the
use of Twitter and Facebook seem to be themost commonly observed so-
cial media applications for libraries.

One of themostwidely-used socialmedia tools employed by organi-
zations is Twitter (twitter.com) (Burkhardt, 2010; Culnan et al., 2010).
Twitter is a popular and rapidly growing ‘microblogging’ service
where users can post quick and frequent short messages (up to 140
characters) called ‘tweets’, which may contain links to other online
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material such as photos andwebsites, to their ‘followers’whohave sub-
scribed to their Twitter account (Dickson & Holley, 2010; Kim & Abbas,
2010). Tweets can be tagged with a searchable ‘hashtag’ (for example,
an eventmight publicize a hashtag for participants to use so that tweets
associated with the event can be easily collected via a tag search), and a
user can ‘retweet’, to all of their followers, a tweet that they receive from
another user (Forkosh-Baruch & Hershkovitz, 2012; Gallaugher &
Ransbotham, 2010). Tweets can be directed specifically to other
nameduser accounts, or broadcast generally to all followers of the send-
ing account. Except for the content of tweets from protected (private)
accounts, all tweets are effectively broadcast to ‘theworld’ and are pub-
licly discoverable via a search. There is a range of third-party applica-
tions that provide additional functionality on top of the Twitter
platform and/or help manage Twitter content. Facebook (facebook.
com) is a similarly popular social media system, with hundreds of mil-
lions of users (Aharony, 2012). Facebook has a number of user account
types (profiles, groups and pages), and while they are intended for dif-
ferent purposes, they share the same basic features (Forkosh-Baruch &
Hershkovitz, 2012) — a library would typically create a Facebook page.
Facebook users have a personal profile that allows them to describe
themselves and their interests, and through this locate and connect
with other users and interest groups (Aharony, 2012). Individual users
request to be ‘friends’ with other users, and if a request is accepted,
this connection allows enhanced interactions between the two users.
The main communication area in Facebook is a user's ‘wall’, where
they, and generally their friends, can post messages (‘posts’), and re-
spond to messages by posting ‘comments’, and readers can vote for a
post or comment by ‘liking’ it (Forkosh-Baruch & Hershkovitz, 2012).
A more recent feature of Facebook is the user ‘news feed’, which is an
updating list of activities from their friends. For example, when a user's
friend makes a new friend, likes a page or message, etc., this is noted in
the user's news feed, and tends to encourage sharing and liking, and
helps to build communities in Facebook (Aziz et al., 2010).

A 2010 study of 100 academic libraries in the USA found that 89 li-
braries had a presence on Facebook and 85 libraries were using Twitter
(Mahmood & Richardson, 2011). A 2011 study of the 21member librar-
ies of the Ontario Council of University Libraries observed that 62%were
using Twitter and 52% were using Facebook— the twomost commonly
used social media applications (Collins & Quan-Haase, 2012). Libraries
report that both Twitter and Facebook are used because the features
they provide work in related but different ways. It is indicated that
Facebook is used for community building (Chen et al., 2012) and for
providing static links to static library resources (Salisbury, Laincz, &
Smith, 2012), while Twitter is used for communicatingwith individuals
(Chen et al., 2012) and for timely updates about new resources and cur-
rent events (Salisbury et al., 2012). The different functions and
affordances that Twitter and Facebook offer libraries necessitate good
coordination of the two tools to ensure that they are used efficiently
(Chen et al., 2012). Libraries have found value in strategically linking
their Twitter and Facebook posts to increase the total reach of their so-
cial media messages (Thornton, 2012), and it is possible to configure
Twitter and Facebook to automatically route updates in one system to
the other, and this has been reported as useful for libraries that use
both systems concurrently (Saylor, Schnitzer, Allee, & Blumenthal,
2011).

There is general agreement that social media systems are having a
significant impact on what librarians, libraries and library users do
(Nguyen et al., 2012). However, while academic libraries have strongly
embraced social media, comparatively little is known about the nature
and impact of its use (Chiu & Lin, 2012). In particular, there has been a
call for additional research on the comparative affordances and uses of
the various social media systems used by libraries (Aharony, 2012;
Kim & Abbas, 2010), and for research that provides quantitative data
andmetrics whichmove beyond anecdote, andwhich providemore re-
liable measures of the impact of library social media activity (Dickson &
Holley, 2010; Glazer, 2012). Research on the use of social media by

higher education institutions in general is still limited, and evaluation
of the impact of social media activities is not straightforward (Culnan
et al., 2010), as fewbenchmarks exist and relationships between activity
and outcomes are indirect (Busch, 2011). A range of researchmethodol-
ogies are reported in the literature investigating library use of social
media, including: literature reviews (Dickson & Holley, 2010; Joint,
2010; Mallon, 2012), descriptive case studies (Aziz et al., 2010;
Mawhinney, 2010; Morrow, 2010; Rees & Hopkins, 2009; Saylor et al.,
2011; Walstrum et al., 2011), stakeholder interviews (Corrall &
Roberts, 2012; Nguyen et al., 2012), harvesting descriptive statistics
from sites (Aharony, 2012; Collins & Quan-Haase, 2012; Harinarayana
& Raju, 2010; Mahmood & Richardson, 2011; Thornton, 2012), stake-
holder surveys (Kim & Abbas, 2010; Lin et al., 2012; Salisbury et al.,
2012;Wakeham, Roberts, Shelley, &Wells, 2012), and analysis of social
media message content (Aharony, 2012; Chen et al., 2012; Chiu & Lin,
2012; Colburn & Haines, 2012; Phillips, 2011). Another approach to
evaluation is network analysis (Culnan et al., 2010). The network data
inherently created by social media tools represent the connections be-
tween participants as they interact, and can be used to make visible
the previously elusive social processes at play, and to identify strategi-
cally important components and participants in the social network,
and to show the development of the communication links over time
(Smith et al., 2009).

The work presented here responds to the identified need for more
quantitative research into the ways in which libraries are using social
media for communicationwith their stakeholders. It uses publicly avail-
able data for analysis and visualization to characterize the engagement
of one university librarywith two social media platforms currently pop-
ular with academic libraries. Both Twitter and Facebook usage are ad-
dressed in common and complementary ways that respond to the
different functions and modes of use of both systems. The collected
data are analyzed both statistically and graphically to identify the
forms of Twitter and Facebook activity that engage library stakeholders
in social media conversations. The work presented here is an initial in-
vestigation that provides useful insights, as well as offering amethodol-
ogy for future research.

METHODOLOGY

A search was undertaken of Australian university library websites
to locate thosewith an advertised link to Twitter and Facebook accounts
specifically associated with the library. An inspection showed that
one library in particular was relatively active on both Twitter and
Facebook — this library was chosen for the case study documented
here. A ruling was obtained from the relevant institutional human re-
search ethics committee that the collection and use of publically acces-
sible historical Twitter and Facebook records in a manner that does not
identify any individual did not require formal ethics approval for re-
search purposes. The NCapture program (QSR International, 2012a) is
able to capture all publicly available data (tweets and retweets) origi-
nating directly from a specific Twitter account, as well as data arising
from a search for tweets originating from other accounts that mention
a specific Twitter account. Similarly, NCapture can also capture all pub-
licly available posts made by a specific Facebook account, as well as all
follow-up comments associated with an original post.

The functioning of the Twitter systemmeans that a significant (often
multi-year) archive of tweets can be extracted directly from an account.
However, the results from a search for mentions of an account are typ-
ically muchmore limited in quantity and time period. To build a contin-
uous record of mentions of an account requires the routine capturing
and compilation of Twitter search results. Over a six month period
from 24 January to 24 July 2013, mentions of the library's Twitter ac-
count were systematically captured. At the end of that period, all of
the direct Twitter data available from that library accountwere also cap-
tured — representing all tweets and retweets from the library over the
period 28 March 2012 to 24 July 2013. So while Twitter activity
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