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OTHER, and UAR; for Fuchs, the order was OTHER, USP, and UAR; for Schlissel, the 

categories with the greatest proportion of tweets with likes were USP, OTHER, and UAR. 

Likes: OTHER Emergent Categories 

Within OTHER, as Table 6 shows, the emergent categories of tweets with the greatest 

number of likes for Folt’s tweets were Campus Life (15.8% of OTHER tweets), Sympathy & 

Support (5.6% of OTHER tweets), and Diversity & Inclusion (4.1% of OTHER tweets). For 

Fuchs, likes were most prolific in Campus Life (23.4%), School Spirit (11.2%), and Diversity 

& Inclusion (8.7%). Schlissel’s most-liked tweets were coded as Diversity & Inclusion 

(10.7%), Campus Life (8.4%), and Sympathy & Support (5.3%). 

Key conclusions for likes. The analysis revealed similarities among all three 

presidents in terms of the categories that received the most likes. For all of the presidents, the 

tweets liked most often were those coded as UAR, USP, and OTHER. Within the OTHER 

emergent category, Campus Life and Diversity & Inclusion were among the top three for all 

presidents.  

A content area singular to Fuchs’s tweets was the OTHER emergent category School 

Spirit. These tweets mainly consisted of posts about UF’s mascot or school colors (often with 

a photo or video) or an expression of school spirit or loyalty, either on- or off-campus. It 

seems evident from the relatively high proportion of “likes” for this category that audiences 

reacted favorably to such content. 

Comments 

Table 7 shows that the categories with the most tweets with Comments converged 

somewhat for each president. For Folt, the top Comment-getting categories of tweets were 

OTHER (34.9%), USP (25.3%), and UAR (12.5%). For Fuchs, top categories were OTHER, 
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(42.4%), GRR (25.2%), and UAR (21.7%). Schlissel’s top category for comments was 

OTHER (59.6%), followed by UAR (17.5%), and USP (7.8%). 

Table 7 
Comments by Main Categories and OTHER Emergent Categories. 
Main Categories and 
OTHER Emergent Categories 

       n Folt Fuchs Schlissel Avg. (%) 

Financial Resources ($$) 49 3.5 0.0 6.5 3.3 

Alumni Giving Rate (AGR) 49 10.4 1.3 0.5 3.3 

Faculty Resources (FR) 79 6.9 3.9 5.8 5.4 

Graduation & Retention Rates (GRR) 171 6.1 25.2 2.0 11.6 

Student Selectivity (SEL) 6 0.3 0.6 0.4 0.4 

Undergrad. Academic Reputation (UAR) 262 12.5 21.7 17.5 17.8 

University Sports Programs (USP) 165 25.3 5.0 7.8 11.2 

OTHER (OTH) 691 34.9 42.4 59.6 46.9 

Total Main Category (%)  99.9 100.1 100.1 99.9 

Main Category (N)    1472     375   543     554  

Campus Life 173 19.5 11.4 6.9 11.8 

Diversity & Inclusion 376 4.3 18.2 47.1 25.5 

Sympathy & Support 91 8.8 5.0 5.6 6.2 

New Students 17 2.4 1.5 0.0 1.2 

School Spirit 34 0.0 6.3 0.0 2.3 

Total OTHER Emergent Category (%))  35.0 42.4 59.6 47.0 

OTHER Emergent Category (N) 691     131    230     330  
 

Comments: OTHER Emergent Categories 

For all three presidents, tweets with comments in the OTHER category, the emergent 

categories of Campus Life and Diversity & Inclusion, had the most comments. Of all the 

emergent OTHER categories, Diversity & Inclusion was the top category for both Fuchs and 

Schlissel. A key observation from the comment analysis was the high proportion of comments 
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Schlissel received on tweets coded into Diversity & Inclusion. The percentage of comments 

on his Diversity & Inclusion tweets (47.1%) was nearly three times higher than UAR (the 

next highest category), and was more than twice as large as the percentage of comments for 

the other two presidents in any of the OTHER emergent categories. 

The results shown in Table 5 may be illustrative of agenda-setting theory At least 

eight statements related to Diversity & Inclusion generally were issued by U-M’s Office of 

the President during the study timeframe. And, of the three presidents, Schlissel issued the 

largest proportion of tweets devoted to Diversity & Inclusion; he may have been reflecting and 

redirecting these other communications via Twitter. Consistent with agenda-setting theory, 

these tweets may be evidence of the importance and significance of this topic; the high level 

of audience engagement could also be a reflection of that importance and significance.  

The high engagement level could also be linked to contagion theory, which shows 

how beliefs, viewpoints, or emotions spread among groups or networks; contagion occurs 

when “individuals are influenced by others in the same network and develop similar 

thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors” (Im et al., 2013, p. 3848).  

Consistent with agenda-setting theory, the categories’ importance and significance 

may have been reinforced by sending some of those tweets, thus evoking many responses–in 

other words, the more a topic was tweeted about, the more responses the president received. 

Retweets 

As with likes and comments, the retweet pattern was relatively consistent. Folt’s top 

three retweet categories (Table 8) were USP, OTHER, and UAR. Fuchs’s were the same, but 

reordered: OTHER, UAR, and USP. Schlissel’s were OTHER, UAR, and GRR. Of the tweets 

coded into the OTHER emergent categories, all three presidents received the highest 

proportion of retweets in Campus Life, Diversity & Inclusion, and Sympathy & Support. 
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Table 8 
Retweets by Main Categories and OTHER Emergent Categories. 
Main Categories and 
OTHER Emergent Categories       n     Folt Fuchs Schlissel Avg. (%) 

Financial Resources ($$) 761 1.6 0.2 8.7 3.6 
Alumni Giving Rate (AGR) 954 9.9 2.3 2.0 4.6 
Faculty Resources (FR) 1397 7.1 6.3 6.6 6.7 
Graduation & Retention Rates (GRR) 1636 3.7 3.0 15.9 7.8 
Student Selectivity (SEL) 121 0.6 0.8 0.3 0.6 
Undergrad. Academic Reputation (UAR) 4833 12.2 29.8 26.3 23.1 
University Sports Programs (USP) 4317 36.9 10.8 15.4 20.6 
OTHER (OTH) 6945 27.9 46.9 24.8 33.1 

Total Main Category (%)  99.9 100.1 100.0 100.1 
Main Category (N)  20964   6562  6970   7432  

Campus Life 2494 13.3 17.3 5.6 11.9 
Diversity & Inclusion 2176 5.6 9.9 15.1 10.4 
Sympathy & Support 1385 6.7 9.1 4.2 6.6 
New Students 271 2.3 1.8 0.0 1.3 
School Spirit 619 0.0 8.9 0.0 3.0 

Total OTHER Emergent Category (%))  27.9 47.0 24.9 33.2 
OTHER Emergent Category (N)    6945   1833   3267    1845  

 
Key conclusion for comments and retweets. It has already been noted that the high 

level of engagement for Schlissel’s Diversity & Inclusion-related tweets may have reinforced 

the importance and significance of these topics, and that the level of audience engagement 

with him could reflect that importance and significance. The results shown in Tables 6 and 7 

supported two other conclusions about engagement with the tweets from all three presidents. 

First, followers who read the presidents’ tweets evaluated for this study frequently 

liked, commented on, and retweeted tweets with categories of USP, UAR, and OTHER; top 

categories within OTHER were Campus Life, Diversity & Inclusion, and Sympathy & 

Support. This finding reflects a high level of interest in and engagement with the tweets 

regarding the UAR category that were sent by the three presidents during the study period. 
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An additional outlier in the engagement analysis involved Fuchs and the OTHER 

emergent category of School Spirit. As previously discussed regarding the OTHER category, 

although Folt and Schlissel often tweeted messages of support, affection, and recognition for 

their universities, only Fuchs’s tweets (six in all) met the definition for tweets coded as School 

Spirit. This definition included tweets having content that primarily captured (often with a 

photo or video) the school’s mascot or school colors, or expressed school spirit or loyalty, 

either on campus or at another location. The researcher theorized that the School Spirit 

category may have contained more tweets from Fuchs because of Florida’s unique and 

distinctive school color combination (blue and orange) and the fact that its mascot was a well-

known, easily recognizable reptile often seen, literally or iconically, in that geographic area. 

Use of Photos, Videos, and Links 

The percentages of tweets to which the presidents added supplemental content 

(photos, videos, or links) were similar (Table 9). 

Table 9 
Use of Photos, Videos, and Links by University President. 
Media Used n Folt Fuchs Schlissel Avg. (%) 
Photos 438 63.1 73.8 56.7 64.7 
Videos 60 11.2 7.6 3.3 8.9 
Links 621 95.1 82.6 94.2 91.7 
Total Media (N) 1119     

It should be noted that there were more total attached media (1119) than there were 

tweets because, on average, multiple attached media were included with the 677 tweets 

evaluated. The presidents added photos, videos, or links to their tweets at frequencies that 

were relatively similar. Each of them added links to a large majority of their tweets and used 
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photos in well over 50% of their tweets. Video links were used at a much lower rate; for Folt, 

the video utilization rate was just over 10%; for Fuchs and Schlissel it was well under 10%. 

Photos: Alignment with specific categories and emergent categories. Photos were 

in the presidents’ tweets a combined average of 64.7% of the time (Table 9). Tweets 

accompanied by photos were most often coded as OTHER (Table 10). UAR contained the 

second highest proportion of tweets that included photos; however, the final top-three 

category diverged among the presidents. Schlissel and Fuchs rounded out their top-three 

categories with FR; in contrast, Folt’s third-highest category was USP. 

Table 4 
Photo Use: Main Category Alignment. 
Main Category n Folt Fuchs Schlissel Avg. (%) 

Financial Resources ($$) 6 1.7 0.0 2.9 1.4 

Alumni Giving Rate (AGR) 25 7.4 3.2 4.4 5.7 

Faculty Resources (FR) 60 10.3 15.8 22.1 13.7 

Graduation & Retention Rates (GRR) 19 5.8 2.4 2.9 4.3 

Student Selectivity (SEL) 3 0.8 0.8 0.0 0.7 

Undergrad. Academic Reputation (UAR) 90 21.0 18.1 23.5 20.6 

University Sports Programs (USP) 61 17.3 12.6 4.4 13.9 

OTHER (OTH) 174 35.8 47.2 39.7 39.7 

Total Main Category (%)  100.1 100.1 99.9 100.0 

Main Category (N)   438   243   127           68  

The OTHER emergent categories of the three presidents’ tweets were also mostly 

consistent regarding inclusion of photos (Table 11). Within the emergent OTHER categories, 

each of the presidents attached photos to their tweets most often in posts coded in the Campus 

Life category, followed by Diversity & Inclusion. Folt’s and Schlissel’s third-ranked emergent 

category, in terms of photo inclusion, was Sympathy & Support; Fuchs’s was School Spirit. 
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It should be noted that in tables 11, 12 and 13 below, n only includes tweets in that 

portion of the total field of 677 tweets that contained photos, videos, or links, respectively. 

Table 5 
Photo Use: OTHER Emergent Category Alignment. 
OTHER Emergent Category n Folt Fuchs Schlissel Avg. (%) 
Campus Life 95 59.5 60.7 53.8 59.5 
Diversity & Inclusion 34 20.3 16.1 34.6 20.9 

Sympathy & Support 21 16.5 8.9 11.5 12.9 

New Students 5 3.8 3.6 0.0 3.1 

School Spirit 6 0.0 10.7 0.0 3.7 

Total OTHER Emergent Category (%)  100.1 100.0 99.9 100.1 

          OTHER Emergent Category (N)   161       81       56           26  
 

This study showed that the presidents attached videos to their tweets less than 10% of 

the time (Table 9). For Folt and Fuchs, the category containing the most tweets with videos 

was OTHER (Table 12). For Schlissel, 50% of the tweets with video were coded as UAR, 

with OTHER and $$ were at 25%. Folt’s second- and third-highest proportion of tweets 

including video were coded as USP and FR; Fuchs’s were USP and GRR, in that order. 

Table 6 
Video Use: Main Category Alignment. 
Main Category n Folt Fuchs Schlissel Avg. (%) 
Financial Resources ($$) 1 0.0 0.0 25.0 1.7 

Alumni Giving Rate (AGR) 1 2.3 0.0 0.0 1.7 

Faculty Resources (FR) 4 9.3 0.0 0.0 6.7 
Graduation & Retention Rates (GRR) 2 2.3 7.7 0.0 3.3 

Student Selectivity (SEL) 0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Undergrad. Academic Reputation (UAR) 5 4.7 7.7 50.0 8.3 

University Sports Programs (USP) 19 37.2 23.1 0.0 31.7 

OTHER (OTH) 28 44.2 61.5 25.0 46.7 

Total Main Category (%)  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.1 

Main Category (N)    60     43      13             4  
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Within the OTHER category, the largest proportion of Folt’s tweets having attached 

videos were in Campus Life; for Fuchs, tweets with videos had a similar result. However, all 

of Schlissel’s tweets with videos in the OTHER emergent category were coded as Sympathy 

& Support (Table 13). 

Table 7 
Video Use: OTHER Emergent Category Alignment. 
OTHER Emergent Category n Folt Fuchs Schlissel Avg. (%) 

Campus Life 19 68.4 75.0 0.0 67.9 

Diversity & Inclusion 3 10.5 12.5 0.0 10.7 

Sympathy & Support 4 10.5 12.5 100.0 14.3 

New Students 2 10.5 0.0 0.0 7.1 

School Spirit 0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Total OTHER Emergent Category (%)  99.9 100.0 100.0 100.0 

          OTHER Emergent Category (N)     28       19          8             1  
 

Links: Alignment with specific categories. Each of the three presidents included 

links in their tweets an average of over 91% of the time (Table 9). Unlike tweets having 

videos attached to the tweets, but similar to tweets having photos attached to the tweets, 

tweets having attached links were coded into fairly consistent categories for all three 

presidents. 

As shown in Table 14, the content of the presidents’ tweets containing links were 

created and sent by each of the three presidents was coded most often as OTHER; UAR was 

also a top-three category for each of the presidents. UAR was the second highest category 

containing links for Fuchs and Schlissel and the third highest for Folt. For Folt, USP was 

second highest category with links, and for Fuchs and Schlissel FR was the third highest link-

containing category. 
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Table 8 
Link Use: Main Category Alignment. 
Main Category     n Folt Fuchs Schlissel Avg. (%) 

Financial Resources ($$) 12 1.4 0.7 5.3 1.9 

Alumni Giving Rate (AGR) 29 6.3 2.1 2.6 4.7 

Faculty Resources (FR) 84 11.5 16.9 15.9 13.5 

Graduation & Retention Rates (GRR) 26 5.2 3.5 1.8 4.2 

Student Selectivity (SEL) 5 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.8 

Undergrad. Academic Reputation (UAR) 122 18.6 17.6 25.7 19.7 

University Sports Programs (USP) 108 21.3 13.4 9.7 17.4 

OTHER (OTH) 235 35.0 45.1 38.1 37.8 

Total Main Category (%)  100.1 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Main Category (N)   621    366    142         113        621 

As shown in Table 15, of the tweets within the OTHER category, the highest 

proportion for all three presidents were coded as Campus Life, Diversity & Inclusion, and 

Sympathy & Support. The order of those three categories were slightly different for the three 

presidents.  

Table 9 
Link Use: OTHER Emergent Category Alignment. 
OTHER Emergent Category    n Folt Fuchs Schlissel Avg. (%) 

Campus Life 107 52.5 50.0 45.9 50.7 

Diversity & Inclusion 50 19.5 19.6 43.2 23.7 

Sympathy & Support 46 22.9 26.8 10.8 21.8 

New Students 7 5.1 1.8 0.0 3.3 

School Spirit 1 0.0 1.8 0.0 0.5 

Total OTHER Emergent Category (%)  100.0 100.0 99.9 100.1 

          OTHER Emergent Category (N)   211     118      56           37  
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Twenty-two tweets that included links and which were coded as OTHER were not 

relevant to any of the five OTHER emergent categories. Thus, N = 235 in Table 14 and N = 

213 in Table 15. 

Key conclusions for photo, video, and link use. The categories containing the 

highest proportion of tweets with photos and tweets with links paralleled the top overall 

categories into which tweets were coded, as discussed earlier. In other words, the presidents 

appeared to go to the effort of attaching photos, videos and links to the topics they tweeted 

about the most. Nearly 70% of the tweets coded in this study contained photos, and over 90% 

included links. Link and photo use was an important element of determining a tweet’s 

category. In the researcher’s opinion, the presidents appeared to believe that the use of links 

and photos with tweets helped to shape the viewers’ perception of the tweet’s overall content. 

Although attaching video to tweets may have also shaped perceptions about Twitter 

content, tweets with attached videos represented less than 10% of the tweets evaluated as a 

part of this study. The further complexity and time involved in capturing and adding video to a 

tweet may explain why videos were included less often with the tweets in this study than were 

attached photos and links. Also, the subjects of some tweets simply may not have facilitated 

the addition of video. For instance, Student Selectivity was only infrequently identified as a 

category in the tweets analyzed in this study; this could be because the institutions would 

have established the admission requirements they used to select students for admission well 

before the accepted students arrived on campus; thus, there likely would not have been much 

need for video or photographic representation of Student Selectivity by the presidents.  

Links, photos, and videos: Relationship to audience engagement. Evaluating 

tweets with attached links, photos, and videos raised the question of whether the use of these 
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added features resulted in higher levels of viewer engagement with the tweets, as measured 

by a higher proportion of likes, comments, and retweets. These metrics were important to 

consider, particularly the number of retweets, which are “Twitter’s most powerful method of 

reward” (Lorenz, 2018, para. 5). Twitter’s like and comment features demonstrate passive 

engagement by the viewer of the tweet and also indicate the viewer’s approval, agreement, or 

opinion. Unlike tweeting, retweeting involves more active engagement and action (sending 

the retweet) by viewers (Zhang, Han, Yang, & Zhang, 2017, Figure 4, p. 8). Retweets are a 

means of amplifying and spreading content to potentially large groups of Twitter users, 

representing a potential expression of contagion theory. 

General findings about Twitter use support the hypothesis that enhancing tweets by 

attaching photos and videos amplifies the frequency of retweets. According to Twitter’s own 

analysis of over two million tweets, tweets that included photos averaged 35% more retweets 

than did tweets that did not contain photos. Tweets with added videos received 28% more 

retweets (Frogers, 2014, para. 12). However, the findings from an analysis of the 677 tweets 

examined in this study were somewhat inconclusive as to whether including photos and 

videos increased an audience’s engagement with a tweet. 

Tweets with attached links and photos received a relatively high average number of 

likes, comments, and retweets; however, this average did not exceed the average number of 

likes, comments, and retweets for tweets with nothing attached (Table 16). Moreover, tweets 

having a link and photo OR video elements did not have a higher level of engagement as 

measured by the average number of likes, comments, and retweets. 

Key conclusions for links, photos, and videos: Audience engagement relationship. 

As shown on lines 3 and 4 of Table 16, including attached photos and videos with tweets 
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resulted in higher levels of engagement than did tweets that only included a link (Table 16, 

line 2). However, as presented on lines 1, 3 and 4 of Table 16, including supplemental photos 

and videos did not receive, on a proportionate basis, more likes, comments or retweets than 

did tweets that had no attachments–including links–at all. However, this finding was based 

on examination of a very small number of tweets, and a variation of only one or two tweets 

could have changed the results. 

Table 10 
Likes, Comments, & Retweets, Based on Attachments (Average #/ Tweet). 
Type of Attachment N Likes Comments Retweets 

Nothing attached 10 271.0 19.1 86.5 

Link only 173 102.7 2.5 28.9 

Photo only 41 249.0 2.7 47.2 

Video only 5 243.4 2.0 58.8 

Video and link 393 108.0 1.6 29.3 

Photo and link 51 100.7 1.6 28.8 

Photo and video and link 4 69.1 0.3 12.8 

All Tweets 677    

Crisis Management 

Crisis Management was not considered in the metrics used in the 2018 U.S. News & 

World Report rankings. Even so, the researcher theorized that there was a potential for the 

presidents to send crisis-related tweets. For example, such posts may have aligned with 

certain categories related to the 2018 rankings, or the occurrence of a crisis may help explain 

why a president’s tweets were focused on a topic other than college ranking categories. 

As explained in the Codebook (see Appendix A) tweets coded as Crisis Management 

included:  
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• Apologies or explanations involving unfavorable events concerning sports teams, 

administrators, students, etc., as well as the efforts to address such events.  

• Complaints, unfavorable reviews, or sanctions from governance organizations such as 

accrediting bodies or the NCAA.  

• Crimes on campus. 

• Responses to unfavorable news articles or social media about the institution. 

Crisis Management was an a priori category in this analysis. During the coding 

process, each tweet was coded, according to its content, as a 2018 U.S. News & World Report 

category, or USP, or OTHER. After the entry for each tweet was coded into one of those a 

priori categories, the tweet’s content was also subsequently analyzed for potential coding as a 

Crisis Management tweet. 

The content of two tweets published by the selected presidents during the timeframe 

of this study have been transcribed and have been included here as examples to facilitate a 

fuller understanding of how the content of tweets evaluated during this study was coded as 

Crisis Management. 

The tweets below were coded as Crisis Management tweets: 

a This tweet had no text; instead, it consisted only of the attached image of a letter. The 

text of the letter was as follows:  

Over the weekend, racially charged flyers were distributed on campus. As the 
president of one of the nation’s largest public research universities fully committed to 
inclusion, I find the flyers’ message offensive. With politics and differing points of 
view leading to heightened frustrations and concerns across the nation and in 
Gainesville, I reaffirm that our university is a caring and diverse community that 
celebrates and embraces students, faculty and staff of all backgrounds, experiences 
and perspectives, and we are firmly committed to supporting al members of our 
community. I denounce any statements and symbols that hurt or disparage others. 
[Signed] W. Kent Fuchs. (Fuchs, 2016b, para. 1) 
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b “Confront hateful speech with speech that is more reflective of our values. Sunday 

1pm in the Michigan Union Ballroom http://myumi.ch/abW4Y” (Schlissel, 2016e, 

para. 1).  

As shown in Table 17, the majority of the Crisis Management tweets were coded in 

OTHER, and more specifically, in the Diversity & Inclusion emergent category. In fact, 13 of 

the total 15 Crisis Management-coded tweets (for all three presidents combined) fell into this 

category. It should be remembered that a Crisis Management-coded tweet could have 

involved circumstances other than communication about a crisis itself; rather, the tweet could 

have been an apology for or explanation of corrective action about a particular incident. 

Table 11 
Crisis Management by Main Category and OTHER Emergent Category (N) 
Main Categories and 
OTHER Emergent Categories Folt Fuchs Schlissel N 

Financial Resources ($$) 0 0 0 0 

Alumni Giving Rate (AGR) 1 0 0 1 

Faculty Resources (FR) 0 0 0 0 

Graduation & Retention Rates (GRR) 0 0 0 0 

Student Selectivity (SEL) 0 0 0 0 

Undergrad. Academic Reputation (UAR) 1 0 0 1 

University Sports Programs (USP) 0 0 0 0 

OTHER (OTH) 0 3 10 13 

Main Category (n) 2 3 10 15 

Campus Life 0 0 0 0 

Diversity & Inclusion 0 3 10 13 

Sympathy & Support 0 0 0 0 

New Students 0 0 0 0 

School Spirit 0 0 0 0 

OTHER Emergent Category (n) 0 3 10 13 
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Key conclusion for Crisis Management. Only 15 of the total of 677 tweets evaluated 

as part of this study were coded as Crisis Management (Table 17). However, among those 15 

tweets, the large majority (13 of 15) were in the Diversity & Inclusion emergent category of 

OTHER. It should not be inferred from the data in Table 17 that any of the three campuses 

included in this study experienced more crises than did another. If the president of one 

campus issued more crisis management tweets did another president, it may simply be that 

the other presidents choose to communicate about crises through channels other than Twitter. 

Positive and Negative Sentiment 

Coding for positive and negative sentiment provided an additional dimension of 

analysis for the tweets in this study. Following the coding of content to identify the category 

that best fit the text and any attachments (links, photos or videos) associated with each tweet, 

sentiment coding was then introduced to determine whether that content was favorable to the 

tweet’s subject (president, university, accrediting body, current event, political figure, etc.). 

As noted in the Codebook (Appendix A), several factors were considered in determining 

positive or negative sentiment.  

The sentiment was coded as positive if nouns and adjectives used in the tweet tended 

to be complimentary and positive. Positive content could include participation in beneficial 

programs or events, service to school or community, recognitions and awards for the campus 

community or university, progress toward a goal or milestone, and encouragements and 

reminders to participate in civic activities such as blood drives or voter registration. Other 

positive content could include expressions of sympathy or support for an external event, such 

as a natural disaster (even if the event itself was negative), athletic success, faculty profiles, 

faculty research, faculty new hires, and student/alumni profiles. A president’s participation in 
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external events, such as conferences, remembrances, or reflections on past events (even if the 

event itself was negative, such as 9/11) was also considered positive. 

As noted in Plathottam (2008), positive sentiment could include “reports of 

alternative acts intended to fight against or ameliorate events reported under negative news” 

(p. 370). Further, actions or events intended to “counteract negative acts or trends,” such as 

social injustice, inequality, racism, and discrimination also constituted positive sentiment 

(Plathottam, 2008, p. 370). Thus, the sentiment of a tweet in this study was considered 

positive if a president explained how they were addressing previously reported “negative acts 

or trends” (Plathottam, 2008, p. 370).  

Negative sentiment could include bad news or negative information, crimes, 

announcements, or reports (Plathottam, 2008, pp. 318-319). Further, negative content could 

include criticisms or complaints about individuals, policies, or legislation; personnel 

announcements or investigations; demonstrations or complaints about university 

administration or other personnel; negative actions against the university by outside 

organizations; and funding cuts or budget problems. 

A major difference between positive and negative sentiment, for the purposes of this 

study, was that if a president communicated any kind of bad news for the first time (in other 

words, if the tweet constituted an announcement of the bad news), then the tweet was coded 

as having Negative Sentiment. However, if the president’s tweet referred to a bad news event 

after it had already been announced (drawing that context from the tweet itself), and if the 

tweet expressed sympathy, support, or solidarity or described what the president or the school 

was doing to address the issue, the sentiment was coded as having Positive Sentiment. 
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The proportions of positive and negative sentiment in the studied tweets are provided 

in Table 18. Consistent with the researcher’s hypothesis that a majority of tweets would be 

positive, and in keeping with the presidents’ stated communications goals (and contagion 

theory’s principle that positive emotions spread more effectively), the vast majority of tweets 

were indeed positive. Across all three presidents, only four tweets (of 677) were coded as 

negative. The Negative Sentiment tweets were coded in the $$ and UAR categories. 

Table 12 
Tweets Coded with Negative Sentiment (Number) 
Main Categories and 
OTHER Emergent Categories Folt Fuchs Schlissel N 

Financial Resources ($$) 0 1 2 3 

Alumni Giving Rate (AGR) 0 0 0 0 

Faculty Resources (FR) 0 0 0 0 

Graduation & Retention Rates (GRR) 0 0 0 0 

Student Selectivity (SEL) 0 0 0 0 

Undergrad. Academic Reputation (UAR) 0 0 0 0 

University Sports Programs (USP) 0 0 0 0 

OTHER (OTH) 0 1 0 1 

Main Category (n) 0 1 2 4 

Campus Life 0 0 0 0 

Diversity & Inclusion 0 1 0 1 

Sympathy & Support 0 0 0 0 

New Students 0 0 0 0 

School Spirit 0 0 0 0 

OTHER Emergent Category (n) 0 1 0 1 

For example, in one tweet sent during the timeframe of this study, Fuchs commented 

on a newspaper editorial (UF should let Spencer speak, 2017, p. 6A) that was critical of UF; 

this tweet was coded as having Negative Sentiment. The tweet’s text was “Strongly disagree 
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that we could have prevented the violence and death as threatened at UF and demonstrated at 

UVA” (Fuchs, 2017i2, para. 1). 

Key conclusions for Positive and Negative Sentiment. An overwhelming majority of 

the tweets evaluated as a part of this study were coded with Positive Sentiment. Four of 677 

tweets had Negative Sentiment. One such tweet took exception to a newspaper editorial The 

other three tweets coded with Negative Sentiment were coded as $$ and discussed financial 

access, research funding, or rising costs. This finding was consistent with the presidents’ 

stated priorities of research and financial access. 

Manifest and Latent Content 

Manifest content refers to the literal meaning of the words and content used in a 

specific communication. In other words, manifest content is what is actually communicated 

in the text (Bengtsson, 2016, p. 10). Manifest content follows the content of a communication 

closely and often uses “the words themselves and describes the visible and obvious in the 

text” (Bengtsson, 2016, p. 10). Latent content, on the other hand, “is less obvious. Latent 

content refers to the underlying meaning of the surface content we observe” (Blackstone, 

2012, p. 301).  

During the coding process used in this study, the researcher made a fundamental 

assumption regarding manifest content that tweets that were readily identified as aligning 

with one of the 2018 U.S. News & World Report main categories or USP would, in general, 

contain manifest content. Based on this assumption, the distribution of tweets coded as 

having manifest content closely matched the distribution of the main categories of the tweets 

examined.  
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Tweets coded with manifest content included tweets that liberally used the words and 

or terms described for the six 2018 U.S. News & World Report categories used in the 

rankings, as well as those used for USP. Unless there was an obvious exception to this, by 

definition if a tweet’s content aligned with one of these seven categories, then it explicitly 

contained the references, definitions, and terms related to that category and was coded as 

having Manifest Content.  

However, the remaining two a priori categories, Crisis Management and OTHER, 

may have included tweets that could also have contained latent content relating to Crisis 

Management and OTHER. Such tweets were examined for potential manifest and latent 

content, as shown in Tables 19 and 20. Four hundred thirty-two tweets (63.4%) of the total 

field of 677 tweets were coded with manifest content. Two hundred forty-one (35.6%) of the 

total field were coded with latent content. 

For example, the text of the tweet provided below was posted during the timeframe of 

this study by Chancellor Folt, was coded as having Latent Content and was coded into the 

OTHER emergent category of Diversity & Inclusion. The rationale behind the coding of this 

tweet was that, even though the tweet’s content did not explicitly mention either diversity or 

inclusion specifically, tweeting about a campus event sponsored by and for a diverse group 

was a latent indicator of a campus environment that was both inclusive and diverse. The 

tweet stated “Great to visit with new & returning Tar Heels at @UNC_AIC's Welcome 

Extravaganza for the Carolina American Indian Community!” (Folt, 2017g, para. 1). 

As shown in Table 19, the U.S. News & World Report UAR and FR categories (Table 

4) of had the highest frequency of tweets with manifest content (31.0% overall for UAR, 

21.5% overall for FR). The other highest-ranking category for manifest content was USP 
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(25.5%). Table 20 shows that latent content was coded far more frequently in OTHER, again 

falling into the same emergent categories that also contained the highest frequencies (Table 

5) of tweets overall within the OTHER category: Campus Life, Diversity & Inclusion, and 

Sympathy & Support. 

Table 19 
Tweets Coded with Manifest Content 
Main Categories and 
OTHER Emergent Categories  n Folt Fuchs Schlissel Avg. (%) 

Financial Resources ($$) 12 1.9 1.1 7.5 2.8 

Alumni Giving Rate (AGR) 38 11.3 4.2 6.3 8.8 

Faculty Resources (FR) 93 17.9 26.3 27.5 21.5 

Graduation & Retention Rates (GRR) 27 6.6 7.4 3.8 6.3 

Student Selectivity (SEL) 4 0.8 1.1 1.3 0.9 

Undergrad. Academic Reputation (UAR) 134 27.2 36.8 36.3 31.0 

University Sports Programs (USP) 110 31.1 21.1 12.5 25.5 

OTHER (OTH) 14 3.1 2.1 5.0 3.2 

Total Main Category (%)  99.9 100.1 100.2 100.0 

Main Category (N) 432   257     95      80  

Campus Life 11 2.7 2.1 2.5 2.5 

Diversity & Inclusion 3 0.4 0.0 2.5 0.7 

Sympathy & Support 0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

New Students 0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

School Spirit 0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Total Emergent Category (%)  3.1 2.1 5.0 3.2 

  Emergent Category (N) 14       8       2         4  

Key conclusion for Manifest and Latent Content. The tweets coded in this study 

exhibited manifest content over latent content by a ratio of nearly 2:1. This ratio was 

consistent within both the ratio of the main categories into which tweets were coded (USP 

and the six consistent U.S. News & World Report-related categories) and the emergent 
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OTHER category. One reason for the strong relationship between the main categories and 

Manifest Content may be that the protocol for coding such tweets prescribed many manifest 

content factors–thus, the researcher noted and considered those factors when coding. OTHER 

had fewer specific coding protocols. In fact, as mentioned earlier, the OTHER emergent 

categories (Campus Life, Diversity & Inclusion, New Students, Sympathy & Support, and 

School Spirit) were not developed until after the coding had been completed At that time, the 

researcher developed these emergent categories to more fully describe tweets that did not fall 

within the seven main categories.  

Table 13 
Tweets Coded with Latent Content 
Main Categories and 
OTHER Emergent Categories     n Folt Fuchs Schlissel Avg. (%) 

Financial Resources ($$) 2 1.6 0.0 0.0 0.8 

Alumni Giving Rate (AGR) 1 0.8 0.0 0.0 0.4 

Faculty Resources (FR) 0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Graduation & Retention Rates (GRR) 0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Student Selectivity (SEL) 1 0.8 0.0 0.0 0.4 

Undergrad. Academic Reputation (UAR) 0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

University Sports Programs (USP) 0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

OTHER (OTH) 237 96.9 100.0 100.0 98.3 

Total Main Category (%)  100.1 100.0 100.0 99.9 

Main Category (N) 241    127     76        38  

Campus Life 123 54.5 51.3 44.7 51.9 

Diversity & Inclusion 49 17.1 17.1 39.5 20.7 

Sympathy & Support 50 22.8 21.1 15.8 21.1 

New Students 9 5.7 2.6 0.0 3.8 

School Spirit 6 0.0 7.9 0.0 2.5 

Total Emergent Category (%)  100.1 100.0 100.0 100.0 

  Emergent Category (N) 237    123      76        38  
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Alignment of some of the tweets coded with Latent Content with the OTHER 

emergent categories may have occurred because of the nature of latent content interpretation. 

Topics that have latent content may simply be more subjective, emotional, or open to 

personal interpretation. Giesler and Beadlecomb (2015) related “bias, oversimplification, or 

misrepresentation” to latent content analysis (p. 150). Stempel (1989) previously noted “The 

content analyst after all is at this point injecting a subjective interpretation. While he or she 

may feel that it is an obviously correct interpretation, whether or not others will see the 

situation in the same terms is another matter” (p. 126). 

Interpretation of Findings in the Content of the Case Studies 

In this section of the analysis, the researcher revisited the hypotheses presented in the 

case studies concerning the priorities, goals, and communication styles of the three presidents 

and explored whether or not the outcomes of the data analysis supported those hypotheses. 

Case 1: The University of Florida (UF), President W. Kent Fuchs 

In the UF case study, the researcher proposed that Fuchs’s past commitment to 

improving institutional academic status and his statement of purpose for UF might have led 

him to consider Twitter use as a potential implementation tactic. If so, through Twitter 

content, he may have emphasized the strength and capability of the faculty and the success 

and impact of research programs. To test this hypothesis, the researcher examined the coding 

results of 677 tweets for main categories. Strength and capability of faculty aligned directly 

with the FR selection criterion of the 2018 U.S. News & World Report rankings, and as 

delineated in the Codebook (Appendix A), UAR included the impact of research programs.  

As with the other two presidents whose tweets were studied, Fuchs’s top main Twitter 

category was OTHER. However, UAR was the second-place category, and FR was third. 
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Fuchs posted several tweets during the study period that specifically mentioned the work of 

UF’s agricultural extension offices, his visits to those facilities, and his appreciation of the 

faculty located there. Appreciation for the work of the extension services was, as noted 

earlier, a message Fuchs employed early in his presidency. 

Appreciation for UF’s land-grant origins and continuing mission, including support of 

UF’s Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences (IFAS), was an expectation of some at the 

time Fuchs was selected for his role. UF presidential search committee member and IFAS 

Senior Vice President Jack Payne (2014), upon meeting with Fuchs for the first time, noted: 

He’s provost at one of the most venerable of land-grant universities, Cornell. It’s the 
only Ivy League school with a horticultural department, much less a School of 
Integrative Plant Science like the one Fuchs helped launch. Before Cornell, he was a 
leader at Purdue, also a land-grant university, and taught and researched at a third, the 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. (para. 5) 

Payne (2014) said, “It’ll take a commitment from the top to secure the resources 

needed to realize IFAS’s potential. That commitment starts with an appreciation of the land-

grant mission. Fuchs has looked me in the eye and shown me he has it” (para. 16).  

In the researcher’s view, Fuchs’s expressions of appreciation for and evidence of 

interaction with the university’s extension offices and faculty, as articulated in some of his 

tweets, helped to fulfill that expectation. These expressions supported FR, one of the 

selection criteria of the 2018 U.S. News & World Report rankings and one of the main 

categories of this study. 

During this study, UF issued several campus statements regarding negative diversity 

and inclusion-related incidents that were reported to have occurred (UF-Statements, 2019). 

Given the time proximity and prevalence of these events, the researcher hypothesized that a 
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significant number of Fuchs’s tweets might mirror and support other communications that 

denounced disrespectful words and actions and reinforced the value of diversity and inclusion.  

Diversity & Inclusion was the third most-tweeted about emergent category for Fuchs, 

after Campus Life, and Sympathy & Support. This order exactly matched that of Folt’s 

tweets. In fact, those two presidents’ percentage of tweets coded as Diversity & Inclusion 

differed by only 0.02%. Schlissel was the significant outlier for tweets devoted to Diversity 

& Inclusion; this finding is discussed in detail in the analysis of the U-M case study. 

A content area singular to Fuchs’s tweets was School Spirit. Fuchs was the only 

president who posted a small number of tweets with this emergent category (Table 5). These 

tweets mainly consisted of posts about UF’s mascot or school colors (often with a photo or 

video) or an expression of school spirit or loyalty, either on- or off-campus. The researcher 

surmised that this was perhaps a more frequent occurrence for Fuchs because of UF’s 

distinctive school color combination (blue and orange) and the fact that its mascots, a male 

and female alligator, were well known, easily recognizable reptiles often seen, literally or 

iconically, in that geographic region. In the researcher’s opinion, a Tarheel (UNC) is a more 

abstract mascot, and a wolverine (Michigan) is an animal not commonly seen or iconically 

used in Michigan the way an alligator is used in Florida. 

Case 2: University of North Carolina (UNC), Chancellor Carol Folt 

The UNC case study provided several indications of what the data analysis might 

reveal. The first of these involved Folt’s communication style with students. As mentioned in 

the case study, UNC Vice Chancellor Winston Crisp noted students’ enthusiasm in 

interacting with Folt: “Students initiate conversations with her. . . . Students like to take 

selfies with her. She has amassed quite a collection” (Lacy, 2016, para. 5).  
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The researcher hypothesized that Folt’s tweets might include content that focused on 

student interactions. The data analysis revealed that out of all the presidents, Folt’s tweets 

had the highest percentage of photos featuring Folt in the photos and interacting with 

students. Folt’s percentage of student-interaction photos was 25%; in comparison, Fuchs’s 

average was 19%, and Schlissel’s average was 13%. These data do not imply that the other 

two presidents placed less value on student interactions; all three sets of presidential tweets 

contained many conversations about and pictures of students. However, the higher number of 

interactive photos and “selfies” with students may be a particular reflection of Folt’s personal 

communications approach that resonated strongly with students. 

In the UNC case study, the researcher also anticipated that, based on the available 

evidence, the primary communications content would likely have included five elements: 

• Diversity and inclusion. 

• Positive news about the university’s sports programs. 

• Student interactivity. 

• Fundraising and alumni relationships. 

• Research and academic excellence. 

As already noted, student interactivity was an early priority for Folt, and the high 

number of Folt’s tweets coded in the Campus Life category confirmed student interactivity 

was a priority (Campus Life included general student interactions, as noted in Appendix A). 

Over 57% of her tweets coded as OTHER fell in Campus Life, the highest of the three 

presidents (Table 5).  

Tweets coded as USP all had positive sentiment and were Folt’s second-highest 

category, which supports the researcher’s hypothesis that Folt’s Twitter content would 
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strongly support USP, especially in light of past negative publicity about some aspects of 

those programs. UAR (which encompassed research and academic excellence) was third. 

Further, Diversity & Inclusion was a strong emergent category within OTHER; Folt’s number 

of tweets coded as Diversity & Inclusion was the second highest among the three presidents.  

The final area of focus, fundraising and alumni relationships, was a minor subject for 

all the presidents, a finding unanticipated by the researcher. The researcher addresses this 

topic as it relates to all three presidents in the “Implications for the Practice” section of 

Chapter V. For the most part, however, in the researcher’s view the content of Folt’s tweets 

appeared to support the priorities Folt identified early in her tenure, and supported some key 

aspects of the 2018 U.S. News & World Report rankings. 

Case 3: University of Michigan (U-M), President Mark Schlissel 

As discussed in the U-M case study, Schlissel expressed an early interest in fostering 

and facilitating open discussions and in making certain that all parties felt comfortable 

speaking up. The researcher anticipated that the content of Schlissel’s tweets, rather than 

dealing directly with student rankings, would focus on other factors important to student 

success, including affordability. The case study also indicated the researcher expected to see 

frequent mentions of these topics reflected in Schlissel’s tweets. 

The researcher added affordability and college financial aid/scholarship funding to 

the $$ category description, as explained in the Codebook. Although this category did not 

contain the largest number of Schlissel’s tweets, a larger proportion of his tweets were coded 

into this category that were those for either Folt or Fuchs (5.0% for Schlissel, 1.8% for Folt, 

and 0.6% for Fuchs; Table 4). The theory of homophily, then, could apply to both his tweets’ 

content and readers’ tendency to share information. For example, homophily may have been 
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expressed by Schlissel through tweets that issued or encouraged calls and appeals for like-

minded people to support campus respect, diversity, and inclusion, as did many of his tweets. 

In this study’s analysis of coded tweets, the single largest percentage difference among 

any of the presidents’ tweet categories was in the OTHER emergent category Diversity & 

Inclusion. Schlissel’s tweets on these topics, while not particularly high in number (there 

were 18), represented nearly 42% of all his tweets coded as OTHER. Diversity & Inclusion 

tweets from Fuchs and Folt occurred less than half as often (16.7% and 16.9%, respectively; 

Table 5). Most of the presidents’ tweet distributions in other categories were much closer on 

a percentage basis. 

Compared to the other two presidents, the high proportion of Schlissel’s Diversity & 

Inclusion-related tweets, while only a single data point, reinforces the assumption made by 

the researcher in the U-M case study. First, the researcher observed that Diversity & Inclusion 

topics appeared to be important to all the presidents. Indeed, Fuchs communicated frequently 

and specifically about Diversity & Inclusion-related issues, and UF posted exactly as many 

President’s Office memos on Diversity & Inclusion-related campus incidents during the 

study period as did Schlissel.  

Schlissel, however, is on record as attaching a particular importance and preference 

for approaching challenging issues through an open dialogue. In his 2016 New Student 

Convocation speech, he set the tone for open dialogue, particularly on topics on which there 

may have been differing viewpoints. He stated “Michigan is an ideal environment to engage 

and learn across difference. In fact, that is one of the key skills we expect you to develop 

while you’re here” (Schlissel, 2016c, paras. 13-15). Later in his speech, he added, “You each 

have the right and the opportunity to make your voice heard” (Schlissel, 2016c, para. 42). 
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Schlissel’s public commitment to such ongoing open dialogue may have informed the 

content and frequency of his related tweets; in many cases, those tweets described, invited, or 

encouraged open dialogue on the issue of strengthening diversity and inclusion. 

Summary 

This chapter presented and analyzed the data from the tweet coding, contextualized at 

the chapter’s beginning with the three institutional case studies. Chapter V will interpret 

those findings, review the limitations and delimitations of the study, the implications for 

theory, and make recommendations for further research.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

This study began with the researcher’s exploration of the need for college presidents 

to develop new ways to connect with stakeholders in order to improve on and build positive 

institutional image and reputation. At the present time, however, little research has been 

conducted concerning how college presidents use social media generally, and Twitter 

specifically, to connect and engage with audiences on subjects that directly affect the image 

and reputation of their institutions. This study specifically explored the use of Twitter by 

college presidents in connection with college ranking approaches such as those provided in 

the 2018 U.S. News & World Report Best Colleges rankings. 

The researcher addressed two questions in this study: (a) what is the content of the 

Twitter posts of top public college and university presidents who use Twitter? and (b) how 

does that content relate to criteria that reinforce institutional image, such as the 2018 U.S. 

News & World Report Best Colleges rankings? These questions were contextualized as case 

studies of the presidents of the top three public institutions included in the 2018 U.S. News & 

World Report Best Colleges rankings for top public universities. The presidents selected for 

this study presidents personally used Twitter and additional selection criteria developed by 

the researcher, as detailed in Chapter III. 

It is important to note again that this study examined the engagement of university 

presidents from the broad standpoint of university reputation, or what Thelin (2011) refers to 
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as prestige–fueling “a competitive rush by institutions to meet the operational criteria that 

would qualify them to be placed in another allegedly more prestigious category” (p. 320). 

This study defines and considers reputation as an institution’s aspirational desire to be 

counted among prestigious peers, and considers college rankings as one means of attaining 

and exemplifying such prestige or reputation. 

Summary of Findings 

The major findings of this study of the content of tweets that originated with three 

selected college presidents are as follows: 

• While a desire for rankings or enhanced reputation may drive some tweeting behavior, 

it is not the only driver. The content of the Twitter posts of three top public university 

presidents tended to be multidimensional. In a sense, the content diversity of these 

presidents’ tweets was a microcosm of the diversity and complexity of their jobs.  

• The largest proportion of the presidents’ Twitter content appeared to primarily 

involve managing and communicating daily campus operations and events. This 

finding was supported by the preponderance of tweets coded as OTHER, which 

included operational campus communications. 

• However, a significant proportion of the tweets examined for all three presidents 

aligned with two 2018 U.S. News & World Report selection criteria, namely, 

Undergraduate Academic Reputation (UAR) and Faculty Resources (FR). Other 2018 

U.S. News & World Report criteria ranked lower. 

• Each of the presidents appeared to join Twitter intentionally and in direct association 

with their new positions as presidents and to purposefully employ Twitter to fulfill 



 

 160 

communications priorities or commitments early in their presidencies, both inside and 

outside the parameters of the 2018 U.S. News & World Report rankings.  

• The highest levels of audience engagement identified in this study aligned with the 

categories the presidents tweeted most about (indicating a shared interest). 

• The 2018 U.S. News & World Report Undergraduate Academic Reputation (UAR) 

category was one of the categories with the most reader engagement (most frequently 

liked, commented on, and retweeted). However, tweets coded as Faculty Resources 

(FR), the other most frequently tweeted 2018 U.S. News & World Report category, 

showed lower levels of viewer engagement.  

• Research conducted by Twitter showed that the use of attached photos and videos in 

tweets generally produced significantly more engagement (Frogers, 2014, para. 12). 

However, that was not the case for the field of tweets analyzed in this study. The main 

driver of engagement appeared to be the subject and content of the tweets themselves.  

• Each of the three presidents selected for this study was far more likely to tweet 

original content than to retweet the content of others. 

• The presidents in this study were far more likely to use Twitter to convey positive, 

rather than negative, comments and sentiments.  

Interpretation of Findings 

The study outcomes are described in comparison to current knowledge in the field 

and also in relation to the findings of the peer-reviewed literature as discussed in Chapter II. 

The Importance of Source 

Fu and Shen (2014) found that the source (generator) of the content was important to 

users, as was users’ experience level (p. 1613). It is noteworthy that each of these presidents 
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opened personal Twitter accounts within a few months of the start of their presidential 

tenures. Fuchs (2019b) joined Twitter in October 2014, the same month he was named 

president and three months before he assumed the office (para. 1). Folt (2019) joined Twitter 

in February 2014, seven months after she because chancellor (para. 1). Schlissel (2019) 

joined Twitter in January 2014, the same month he became president (para. 1). 

However, it was not essential that the presidents join Twitter to communicate to 

stakeholders through this channel. In all three case studies, the presidents’ universities also 

maintained Twitter accounts; thus, a channel for sending tweets already existed. Indeed, in the 

approach used to identify presidents to include in this study, the researcher found that some 

presidents of schools in the top 10 public universities did not have personal Twitter accounts.  

From the researcher’s view, creating and using personal Twitter accounts was a 

decision these presidents made because they thought their personal involvement in such 

communication was important to viewers. This conclusion aligns with Fu and Shen’s (2014) 

findings as well as findings from the literature review generally that the sources and 

experience of the tweeter matter to users. 

The Role of Social Media in Achieving Institutional Goals 

A related finding from the researcher’s literature review was that, in the opinion of 

the researcher, leaders believed their institutions’ use of social media had the ability to play 

an important role in achieving institutional goals (Fitzgerald et al., 2013, p. 4). Again, the 

intentionality of these three presidents in establishing and using Twitter appears to confirm 

this finding. Each of the three presidents utilized certain categories in the content of their 

tweets that supported specific goals and priorities laid out early in their presidencies. 

For example, Fuchs called attention to the importance of The University of Florida’s 

(UF’s) mission as a land-grant institution and the capabilities of UF’s Institute of Food and 



 

 162 

Agricultural Sciences (Payne, 2014, paras. 5-7). Folt often used Twitter to build support for 

the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill (UNC) sports programs at a time when positive 

news about those programs was needed and welcomed. Schlissel used Twitter to discuss 

accessibility and raise awareness of financial aid options for students who wanted to attend 

the University of Michigan (U-M).  

The Role of Positive Emotion 

Another finding of the researcher’s literature review was that emotion, particularly 

positive emotion, was a powerful persuasive device in social media content (Botha & 

Reyneke, 2013, p. 168; Chin et al., 2015, p. 579; Ferrara & Yang, 2015, p. 11). One of the 

most effective factors in the success of social media appears to be the positivity of the 

content (Ferrara & Yang, 2015, p. 11). Confirming this view, the three presidents studied 

focused on positive content. Content analysis revealed that an overwhelming majority of the 

tweets posted by the three presidents during the study period (673 out of 677) contained 

Positive Sentiment. 

However, this finding does not mean the presidents’ tweets never dealt with bad news 

or difficult subjects. The Codebook (Appendix A) explains that positive content could have 

included expressions of sympathy or support for an external event, such as a natural disaster 

(even if the event itself was negative). In addition, as noted in Plathottam (2008), “Reports of 

alternative acts intended to fight against or ameliorate events reported under negative news” 

(p. 370). For this study, then, tweets with descriptions of actions or events intended to 

“counteract negative acts or trends” Plathottam (2008), such as social injustice, inequality, 

racism, and discrimination, constituted positive sentiment (p. 370).  

The handful of tweets coded as negative showed concern about legislation or policy 

topics that could have affected university budgets and research funding, as well as one news 
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media editorial opinion. Each president refrained from criticizing prominent (or even less 

prominent) individuals in their tweets. In fact, in their tweets, all maintained a professional, 

measured, thoughtful tone, even in posts that dealt with difficult or controversial subjects. In 

short, in the researcher’s opinion the presidents strove to maintain a tone of positivity and did 

not seem to view Twitter as a forum for promoting controversy or criticizing specific people 

(although they did at times comment on controversial issues already raised). Some negative 

events occurring at the schools during the study were not commented on at all on Twitter. 

The Significance of Interactivity 

Research has shown that interactivity is a catalyst for greater stakeholder engagement 

with social media. The measures of interactivity discussed in this study–likes, comments, and 

retweets–were highest for tweets coded as OTHER. Even so, UAR, one of the 2018 U.S. News 

& World Report selection criteria, was for all three presidents one of the top three most liked, 

commented on, and retweeted categories into which the studied tweets were coded.  

Clearly, tweets that promoted and shared information about events that enhanced the 

universities’ reputations were important to audiences. However, questions remained regarding 

whether this sharing happened organically (e.g., a president simply tweeted what was top-of-

mind and let the engagement “chips” fall where they may) or whether the presidents had 

observed what kinds of tweets garnered the most engagement and deliberately structured 

subsequent tweets to increase engagement levels. 

An examination of the role of timing in tweeting was outside the scope of this study; 

however, further research could include an examination of the timing of high-engagement 

tweets, including how often they occurred. In addition, future researchers could assess 

whether the conversation thread of high-engagement tweets had a longer lifespan. In other 
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words, if a particular topic elicited a lot of audience engagement, did the presidents continue 

to talk about it for a longer period of time? 

Alumni Giving 

One 2018 U. S. News and World Report selection criterion for which the researcher 

expected to find a high corresponding number of tweets was Alumni Giving Rate (AGR). The 

AGR category could have included tweets where content supported or illustrated alumni 

giving or the benefits of alumni giving to the university (Appendix A).  

Content could also have included information about specific donors, alumni giving 

rates donor gifts, capital campaigns, endowed chairs and scholarships, alumni association 

events, activities, awards, and so forth. However, the percentage of tweets coded as AGR was 

small for all three presidents; AGR had the fifth highest percentage for Folt and for both Fuchs 

and Schlissel, the sixth highest percentage. These data disconfirm the researcher’s assumption 

that alumni giving would be a topic that was included in the presidents’ tweets frequently. 

It was clear from an analysis of the tweets that were coded in the AGR category that 

all three presidents were involved with and appreciative of their alumni and alumni 

associations. Consequently, in exploring possible reasons for the relatively low level of 

Twitter content about alumni during the study period, the researcher hypothesized that there 

may have been other avenues by which the universities might have connected with their 

alumni bases and displayed alumni support for the schools. For example, all three 

universities had large, active alumni bases and alumni organizations that maintained 

independent Twitter accounts as well as other social media accounts. 

Perhaps the presidents viewed those existing channels as a satisfactory approach to 

alumni communication when occasionally supplemented by comments about alumni from the 

presidents’ tweets. However, in the literature, researchers have suggested that strong channels 
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of alumni engagement established through direct presidential communication may be valuable 

to institutions (Fisher, 1985; Satterwhite, 2004; Saxton and Wang, 2004). The “Implications 

and Recommendations for Practice” section of this chapter addresses this suggestion in detail. 

Limitations of the Study 

The study proposal identified several limitations; they were borne out in the study’s 

execution. These limitations included the time frame, the number of characters within the 

tweets, the number of universities studied, and the number of factors that influenced student 

and parental perceptions of institutional reputation. 

Time Frame  

All three of the presidents whose tweets were evaluated herein opened their personal 

Twitter accounts in 2014. This meant that the researcher had a relatively narrow time span 

(about three years) from which to select an examination field. The researcher ultimately 

focused on the period of August 1, 2016 to August 31, 2017. Regardless, the study could not 

have begun more than two years earlier than August 2016 because the presidents were not 

yet in office nor did they have Twitter accounts. 

Number of Characters Within the Tweets  

In late 2017, shortly after the study period closed, Twitter announced it was expanding 

the number of allowable characters per tweet from 140 to 280 for most languages (Rosen & 

Ihara, 2017, para. 3). It is possible that, had the analysis and coding been conducted on 

longer tweets, different or additive categories and compound messages may have emerged. 

Number of Universities Studied 

The researcher examined the top three public universities on the 2018 U.S. News & 

World Report Best Colleges rankings whose presidents personally used Twitter, as defined 
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by the criteria presented in Chapter III. Analyzing different or additional universities and 

presidents with different goals and priorities may have produced different findings. 

Other Factors Influencing Student and Parental Perceptions of Institutional Reputation 

In this study, the researcher examined only college and university presidents’ use of 

Twitter as a factor potentially influencing the 2018 U.S. News & World Report rankings and 

perceptions of reputation. Other factors that may have influenced students’ enrollment 

decisions–for example, cost, persuasive marketing campaigns, and legacy of family member 

attendance at the institution–were outside of the scope of this study. 

Delimitations of the Study 

Two main delimitations affected this study. First, the study covered only public four-

year colleges and universities. The author selected this group of institutions because of 

professional familiarity with it; in addition, the commonalities among public universities 

helped reduce or eliminate some of the other potential variables that could have affected 

applications, such as wider swings in tuition costs at non-public institutions, religious 

affiliation, and so forth. 

An additional delimitation was that the study covered only communication using 

Twitter. The researcher did not explore other communication media, styles, and content or 

seek to discern how other communications approaches may have influenced stakeholders and 

sought to reinforce institutional rankings. 

Implications and Recommendations for Theory and Research 

This study was constructed and executed based on a multifaceted theoretical 

framework. The results revealed several implications for that framework, which included 

reader-response theory, agenda-setting theory, contagion theory, and the theory of 
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homophily. The following section of this chapter served to review the study’s theoretical 

framework and how these theories were applied to the case studies and coded data. 

Reader-Response Theory 

This study was grounded in a critical approach known as reader-response theory. 

Reader-response focuses on “finding meaning in the act of reading itself and examining the 

ways individual readers or communities of readers experience texts” (Delahoyde, n.d., 

para. 1). The researcher assumed stakeholders experienced presidents’ tweets in unique and 

meaningful ways, that these stakeholders assigned unique meanings to the tweets, and that 

the reactions (or lack of reactions) of these stakeholders represented these meanings. In 

addition, the researcher assumed that content matters.  

The application of reader-response theory was somewhat limited because the purpose 

of this study was not to study reader responses closely but rather to focus on the author’s 

intent when forming the messages. However, applying reader-response theory does carry 

implications for certain aspects of audience engagement, particularly for alumni. 

Koay (2017) noted “[Reader-response] theory rejects the structuralist view that 

meaning resides solely in the text. Words in a text evoke images in readers’ minds and 

readers bring their experiences to this encounter” (para. 3). Based on the findings of this 

study, the researcher agreed with Koay’s view, and further surmised that images and 

experiences evoked by passages, including tweets from university presidents, could drive 

alumni to engage more fully with tweets because such passages and images could evoke 

memories and positive feelings about their own experiences at the school.  

In fact, the findings of this study support the conclusion that more alumni engagement 

could have occurred with the tweets posted by the three presidents. Specifically, in the 

emergent categories included with the OTHER category, the highest-ranking percentage of 
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tweets with reader engagement (likes, comments, and retweets) were coded as Campus Life. 

In the main categories, the highest-ranking percentage of tweets with reader engagement 

were coded as University Sports Programs (USP) and UAR–a category that included 

accomplishments and events that enhanced institutional pride and reputation. 

The scope of this study did not include an analysis of Twitter audiences to determine 

how many respondents were alumni, although the results imply that alumni could have 

experienced a reader-response reaction to such tweets. Future research could attempt to link 

high-engagement responses to alumni. 

Additionally, it should be noted that the OTHER category, as previously described, 

was very specific (both context-bound and context-specific) to real-time and immediate 

campus events, developments and news. The researcher concluded that, based on the high 

level of audience engagement (likes, comments, retweets) with this category, Twitter content 

that had an immediate meaning to–or implication for–the experiences of the audience may 

also have had a higher reader-response. Consequently, attenuation to the campus context–

what is happening around campus and its importance to audiences may have become an 

important part of the strategic tweeting of the university presidents. 

Reader-response theory also related to agenda-setting theory, which suggests that 

agenda-setting tweets can be strategies for mitigating negative reader-response. This further 

suggests that proactive response by presidents in the face of crises or other significant events 

on campus can help to shape audience views of and responses to those events. A fuller 

description of agenda-setting theory follows. 

Agenda-Setting Theory 

Agenda-setting theorists have noted, “Media attention to an issue presumably causes 

a change in a mediating variable in the minds of citizens, which in turn produces a change in 
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importance” (Miller, 2007, p. 690). In other words, the more media attention a particular 

topic or issue received, the more importance people ascribed to it. 

As noted in Chapter I, a shared view of the importance of a particular university’s 

characteristic could build the audience’s affinity toward that institution, and if this affinity 

related to one of the 2018 U.S. News & World Report selection criteria (which are widely 

discussed in the media), this affinity could build audience perception that the school is strong 

in that particular area. Similar to reader-response theory, agenda-setting theory in this study 

was primarily related to the tweeters’ intentions, rather than to how the audience responded.  

The presidents’ tweets on certain subjects may have been reflective of agenda-setting 

theory, either through emphasizing things that they desired the audience to view as important, 

or by amplifying, explaining, or sharing news the media had already framed. 

The categories the presidents tweeted most about, namely, UAR, USP, and OTHER 

were the same categories liked, commented on, and retweeted most often. (An exception was 

FR, which is discussed in detail later in this chapter.) Diversity & Inclusion and Campus Life 

were liked, commented on, and retweeted most often within the emergent OTHER category. 

Overall, the parallel between main categories and engagement measures supported the 

idea that the repetition of main categories may have influenced viewers to engage with and 

respond to those categories more often, thus supporting agenda-setting theory. What remains 

unknown is whether the inverse occurred–whether the presidents noted higher engagement 

levels for certain subjects in their Twitter and adjusted subsequent tweets to reflect those 

subjects to continue eliciting high engagement. In either case, the act of engaging is a decision 

the viewer makes, and when a viewer is motivated to like, comment on, or retweet, the 

implication is that the content was important to the viewer because they became engaged. 
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As a result of the study findings, the researcher revised the theoretical model that was 

the original basis for inquiry. In the originally-conceived model (Figure 1 previously and 

Figure 4 below), the researcher hypothesized that that within the reader-response framework, 

the repetition of main categories may have influenced viewers to engage with and respond to 

those categories more often, thus supporting agenda-setting theory, as illustrated in the 

yellow and salmon-colored bands of Figure 4 (which is identical to Figure 1): 

  
 
Figure 4. 
The Framework of the Research Proposal. 

However, it is possible that the finding of most-tweeted subjects aligning with most-

liked subjects occurred in the reverse order–that the presidents noted higher engagement 

levels for certain subjects in their Twitter and adjusted the content of subsequent tweets to 

reflect those subjects, thereby continuing to stimulate interest and elicit high engagement. It is 

also possible that both occurred simultaneously. While that determination is outside the scope 
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of this study, a concrete study finding was that audiences engaged at the highest levels 

identified in this study with the categories the presidents tweeted most about (indicating a 

shared interest) Also, the study findings showed that Twitter content was most often driven 

by day-to-day operational and campus issues, as opposed to always being driven by a desire 

to enhance reputation or institutional ranking. This led the researcher to conclude that a more 

accurate model of this communications process is circular, not linear. This circularity is 

illustrated in Figure 5. Authorial intent can both influence and be influenced by levels of 

audience engagement. Further, other influences–such as operational issues and events, 

indicated by the lavender arrow to the left–can enter this cycle at any time and influence 

content and messages. 

  
Figure 5. 
The Revised Framework of the Research Findings. 
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Contagion Theory 

Contagion theory involves how emotions, viewpoints, or beliefs may spread among 

groups or networks (Im et al., 2013, p. 3848). Ferrara and Yang (2015) found “positive 

emotions are more prone to contagion, and that highly-susceptible [sic] users are significantly 

more inclined to adopt positive emotions” (p. 11). Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson (1994) 

similarly proposed that “emotional contagion” occurs when people encounter negative 

emotions. In such cases, they can develop a “complementary” emotional reaction that causes 

them to shrink from or avoid the negative emotions of the sender (pp. 10-11). The researcher 

postulated that if this theory were supported in the research, then many tweets would appeal 

to common views or emotions among audiences and that most of the tweets would be 

positive in tone rather than negative. 

As Chapter IV’s data analysis section noted, the overwhelming majority of the tweets 

studied (673 of 677) were indeed coded as having Positive Sentiment. Of the tweets coded 

with negative sentiment (4 of 677), three were coded as Financial Resources ($$) and 

indicated the need for financial access, rising costs, or research funding. This finding relative 

to Negative Sentiment was consistent with the presidents’ stated priorities of research and 

financial access. The finding further indicates an alignment with–if not a deliberate 

invocation of–contagion theory. 

All three presidents did not appear to intentionally create tweets that provoked deep 

negative emotions or broad negative feedback. Even the handful of tweets coded with 

Negative Sentiment did not direct that negativity at individuals; rather, these tweets discussed 

issues that affected university reputation, capabilities, and student financial access. A future 

direction for research might be to track the network effect of specific tweets from these 
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presidents–both Positive and Negative Sentiment–to determine how the tweets spread through 

networks. Researchers could attempt to discern whether a positive or negative contagion 

effect is developed, maintained, and transmitted. 

Theory of Homophily 

Proponents of the theory of homophily have hypothesized that people tend to connect 

with ideas and people with whom they share similarities (Currarini et al., 2016). The 

researcher assumed presidents’ Twitter communications contained content that reflected 

priorities already important to stakeholders (Lewis et al., 2012, p. 70). The 2018 U.S. News & 

World Report Best Colleges rankings and the selection criteria they employ represent one set 

of priorities. In this study, one of the researcher’s goals was to determine whether the 

categories reflected in the Twitter content aligned with the selection criteria used in those 

rankings. This theory served as a conceptual guide for the researcher to draw conclusions and 

interpretations of the findings regarding the potential impact of the tweets on stakeholders.  

The researcher concluded that two of the 2018 U.S. News & World Report categories, 

UAR and FR, resonated with audiences more than did the other 2018 U.S. News & World 

Report categories; UAR was the strongest. Therefore, in the researcher’s view, it seems clear 

the presidents assumed followers of their tweets would consider tweets containing these 

categories to be interesting. 

Turning to the viewer engagement levels for the tweets (likes, comments, and 

retweets), followers who read the presidents’ tweets during the study period most frequently 

liked, commented on, and retweeted tweets coded as USP, UAR, and OTHER; top OTHER 

emergent categories were Campus Life, Diversity & Inclusion, and Sympathy & Support. 
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This finding suggests a high level of interest and engagement in the 2018 U.S. News & World 

Report’s UAR selection criteria. 

In addition, at the beginning of their presidencies, the presidents had identified (or 

been mandated to address) several of the categories listed above; it stands to reason that they 

likely believed that audiences would share the presidents’ interest in topics such as sports 

programs, daily campus happenings, diversity and inclusion, and sympathy and support in 

times of national tragedies or natural disasters. The audiences’ engagement level with these 

topics supports that assumption, in keeping with the basic tenets of the theory of homophily. 

Additional Recommendations for Further Research 

This study’s findings suggest a number of additional research avenues researchers 

could pursue, in addition to those already mentioned. One avenue of inquiry could be to 

examine the effect of emphasizing 2018 U.S. News & World Report selection criteria in 

presidents’ tweets or in the tweets of other public university presidents whose schools appear 

lower in the rankings. Over time, researchers could assess whether those schools’ rankings 

improved or remained the same. Another research avenue could be to conduct an analysis 

similar to this study with other types of institutions, such as private universities, to determine 

whether the same category correlations exist. Further, this research methodology and line of 

inquiry could be expanded to explore whether and how presidential tweets relate to other 

rankings systems, such as the Carnegie Classifications. Moreover, as universities display the 

growing tendency to adopt responsible management models, the role of college deans 

becomes increasingly upward-oriented (similar to a set of the responsibilities of university 

presidents but on a smaller scale). This means that deans are tasked to be engaged in both 

cost management and revenue-generating activities (including fundraising) and are 
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increasingly concerned with enrollment of quality students and rankings of their programs 

(Kosten, 2016, p. 4). Thus, this research methodology and line of inquiry can be applied to 

the cases of deans’ tweeting in relation to the ranking criteria. Finally, research could also 

explore the impact on Twitter content and audience engagement metrics of changes made by 

U.S. News & World Report over time to its selection criteria and measurement metrics 

(discussed briefly in Chapter III). 

Implications and Recommendations for Practice 

This study’s conclusions and findings have beneficial application for several areas of 

higher education practice. One such finding is the observation that the largest proportion of 

the presidents’ tweets primarily involved the management of and communicating about daily 

campus operations and events (versus discussing 2018 U.S. News & World Report ranking 

categories). The category into which the greatest proportion of tweets were coded, OTHER, 

and specifically the Campus Life emergent category, focused on the specifics of campus 

operations such as implementing cultural events, blood drive signups, voting reminders, 

student orientation, volunteerism opportunities, holiday greetings, and safety notices.  

In addition, before the study period began, all three of the presidents demonstrated an 

interest in connecting personally with students, as evidenced by their decisions to establish 

personal Twitter accounts. A challenge for those presidents, then, or for other presidents in 

similar situations, was how to tweet in ways that engaged and resonated with individuals, 

even though those tweets also of necessity reflected and rebroadcast topics and events 

emanating broadly from many sources. Adding an aspect of personalization to a general 

communication could help presidents connect with audiences, such as Schlissel’s tweet 
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promoting a campus blood drive by showing him donating blood at the donation center 

(Schlissel, 2017c, para. 1). 

The study’s data demonstrated that operationally-related tweets dominated the Twitter 

landscape of these presidents. This phenomenon suggests that, when possible, leaders should 

regard their tweets as opportunities to personalize and individualize their messages with their 

own visible presence and participation, either through using personalized photos or videos or 

through personal messages. Although personalization occurred to some extent in the tweets 

studied, the researcher recommends the presidents continue to explore ways to further 

personalize tweets.  

Another significant finding of the study was that tweets coded as FR (one of the 

presidents’ most frequently tweeted 2018 U.S. News & World Report categories), had 

markedly lower engagement levels (likes, comments, retweets) than did the other categories 

into which the largest numbers of tweets were coded. This finding raises a question of why 

tweets about faculty contributions, accomplishments, awards and publications garnered lower 

viewer engagement and response. A possible explanation is that the most appreciative viewer 

audiences for tweets about faculty might not have been the same viewer audiences that 

responded to and engaged most enthusiastically with tweets about institutional achievements. 

Regardless, presidents and their social media/communications teams should ensure 

that all key audiences are identified and reached by at least some of these channels in the 

entire constellation of social media channels they employ. Further, presidents and university 

communications teams should continue to focus on storytelling when describing faculty 

accomplishments by providing direct, compelling stories about faculty work. Storytelling 

should be in language that viewers understand and should highlight contributions that 
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viewers believe are important (in concert with the theory of homophily). This could help to 

increase engagement with faculty news and achievements. 

Finally, a discussion of implications would be incomplete without addressing the 

most surprising finding in this study: the low occurrence of alumni giving (a 2018 U.S. News 

& World Report selection criterion, AGR) as a category into which presidential tweets were 

coded. It should not be inferred from this finding that the presidents were unaware or 

unappreciative of alumni contributions–many tweets from each president focused on alumni 

accomplishments, alumni visits to campus, and gratitude for alumni efforts. However, AGR 

specifically deals with the rates at which alumni contribute to their alma mater; according to 

the 2018 U.S. News & World Report, this measure “reflects the average percentage of living 

alumni with bachelor’s degrees who gave to their school” during the measurement period 

(Morse & Brooks, 2017a, p. 69). 

This lack of explicit focus in the tweets on alumni giving may have had several 

causes. First, the AGR category was the least influential (from a percentage-of-score 

standpoint) in the 2018 U.S. News & World Report rankings scale (alumni giving counted for 

only 5% of a school’s ranking score; Morse & Brooks, 2017a, p. 68). Consequently, the 

presidents may have chosen to use the very limited content space in their tweets to emphasize 

other, higher-impact categories.  

Second, many schools have active alumni or development organizations whose staff 

encourage and secure alumni donations. As noted, all three of the presidents whose tweets 

were examined in this study led institutions that had very active alumni associations with 

their own Twitter accounts. Fundraising and cultivation of donors may have been seen as 

primarily the responsibilities of these organizations or of their development counterparts. 
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Nevertheless, some compelling reasons show why all university presidents should 

consider heightened involvement with university donor efforts on social media. In a study of 

fundraising efforts by nonprofit organizations, Saxton and Wang (2014) found “a strong 

relationship between the size of the organization’s social network and the receipt of 

charitable contributions” (p. 862). Saxton and Wang further found that an organization’s 

“fans” tended to reach out to friends within their own social networks, thereby increasing 

overall charitable contributions. “By implication, organizations interested in social media 

fundraising should develop strategies that both increase the size of their online constituencies 

and encourage those supporters to take action to promote the cause” (Saxton & Wang, 2014, 

p. 863). Extrapolating these conclusions to higher education implies that a president’s efforts 

to grow a social media audience and encourage donations could be helpful. 

Another reason for presidents to include donor development efforts in a social media 

strategy stems from the nature of the president’s role. In an analysis of the role of public 

university presidents in fundraising, Fisher (1985) asserted, “Because of the key visioning 

and priority-setting roles the president plays, the ultimate responsibility for fundraising 

cannot be delegated to the staff, the [governing] board, or the foundation board” (p. 61). 

Fisher further observed, “It always comes back to the president. The president is the person 

with the vision, who inspires donor confidence, who creates the climate in which the 

fundraising activities take place” (p. 51). 

Hodson (2010) explained that as the primary spokesperson for the school, presidents 

have many responsibilities related to fundraising: (a) creating a compelling vision; (b) setting 

priorities and leading the institutional discussion about fundraising goals; (c) articulating the 

case for support; (d) assessing institutional readiness; (e) investing in external relationships; 
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(f) empowering constituents; (g) cultivating and selecting gifts; (h) encouraging participation 

of faculty and staff; and (i) recognizing and thanking donors (pp. 40-42). 

In another study on university presidents and fundraising, Satterwhite (2004) noted 

that the president’s involvement 

Is not limited to a minimal number of appearances, speeches, or hosted functions. The 
president must maintain a level of availability to prospective donors. Donors have a 
stronger sense of dedication to a campaign if they see a heavy presidential 
involvement and have significant access to the president. (p. 51) 

Many of these recommendations for presidential involvement could be accomplished 

through Twitter. A president’s tweets could complement and support the communication of 

the alumni and development offices by setting the vision, articulating the case, strengthening 

relationships, and recognizing and thanking donors. In addition, if viewers engage with the 

tweets, and if the president responds to that engagement, viewers may perceive a higher level 

of access to the president. Thus, although all three presidents strove to focus their tweets on 

meaningful and important subjects, and although all were clearly involved in other ways in 

alumni activities, they may have missed an opportunity to promote alumni giving via Twitter.  

Conclusions 

At the beginning of this study, the researcher asked two questions: (a) what is the 

content of the Twitter posts of top public college and university presidents who use Twitter? 

and (b) how does that content relate to criteria that reinforce institutional image, such as the 

2018 U.S. News & World Report rankings? 

The answers to those questions, at least for the three college presidents studied herein, 

are clear. The content of the Twitter posts of the three university presidents examined in this 

study was multidimensional. Additionally, although the content strongly related to at least 

one 2018 U.S. News & World Report category (Undergraduate Academic Reputation) and to 
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a lesser extent to Faculty Resources, the content related to many other priorities, needs, and 

daily developments as well. In a sense, the content diversity of these presidents’ tweets was a 

microcosm of the diversity and complexity of their jobs. 

The author of a paper published in The Chronicle of Higher Education quoted the 

departing chancellor of a public university system as saying the job of college president was 

“the toughest job in the nation” (William H. McRaven, quoted in Thomason, 2018, para. 1). 

Some factors contributing to this perception were revealed in a recent study of college 

presidents by the American Council on Education (Thomason, 2018, p. A3). These factors 

included college professors’ ever-shortening tenure (discussed in Chapter I of this study), 

concerns about financial resources (and specifically for public university presidents, 

disinvestment in higher education by state legislatures), inheritance of problems from 

previous administrations at their universities, frustration with the perception that college 

presidents are endlessly accessible, and concerns about campus violence stemming from the 

tension between free speech and inclusion (Thomason, 2018, p. A3).  

The three case studies featured in this study indicated that the presidents studied faced 

at least some of these issues and tensions at the onset of their tenures or soon thereafter. 

Indeed, the tenure of one of these presidents ended unexpectedly before the study analysis 

was complete, reportedly due in part to ongoing concerns over a preexisting issue. As the 

Chronicle author pointed out, the job is in many ways a tough one (Thomason, 2018, p. A3). 

As this study concludes, the findings are summarized below: 

• A relationship existed between some Twitter content and some 2018 U.S. News & 

World Report categories and selection criteria. Within the OTHER category, which 

was included in this study but was not an a priori category, the dominant emergent 

category was Campus Life. 
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• Audiences engaged at the highest levels identified in this study with the categories the 

presidents tweeted most about (indicating a shared interest). 

• These presidents tended to be plainspoken but also almost unfailingly positive when 

they tweeted. 

• Twitter use presents an opportunity to elevate and broaden the story of faculty 

contributions and increase engagement with such stories. 

• Twitter represents an opportunity for presidents to connect more closely with alumni 

and donors. 

Underlying these observations about what was done and what could have been done 

better is the researcher’s tremendous respect for these three remarkable leaders and their 

exemplary institutions. In the midst of the demands of what is possibly “the toughest job in 

the nation” (William H. McRaven, quoted in Thomson, 2018, para. 1), these presidents 

willingly launched themselves into the social media space, with all its risks and unknowns. 

They took this action in order to be better, more effective leaders and communicators. 

Multiple times a week for the past five years, they took time to pull out their cell phones and 

highlight students, cheer on sports teams, recognize faculty and alumni, mourn the nation’s 

tragedies, celebrate the campus’s victories, and in 140 characters or less, remind anyone who 

was listening about the things that made their institutions great. Although there is no 2018 

U.S. News & World Report selection criterion for “extra presidential effort,” perhaps this 

kind of commitment by a university president is indeed one of the intangibles that builds and 

magnifies an institution’s academic reputation and perception.
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APPENDIX A 

CODEBOOK 

Coding Instructions–Content Analysis of Presidents’ Tweets 

The following information will be gathered and entered on the coding sheet: 

Coding Preparation. 

Collect the following general information about the tweet and the Twitter profile 

of the sender once, at the beginning of the analysis for each president (the following only 

needs to be recorded once for each of the three presidents): 

i. Name of president whose tweets are being analyzed on the coding sheet. 

ii. The president’s Twitter handle. 

iii. How many followers the president’s Twitter account has.  

iv. How many times overall the president has tweeted (This is the “Number of 

Tweets” header on the Twitter profile). 

v. How many other Twitter accounts the president is following. 

vi. Retweets by the presidents will be examined in the same manner as their tweets, 

but should be designated on the coding sheet as a retweet (Line 2, below). 

Coding of Descriptive Information: Coding Sheet, Lines 1-5 (Excel Spreadsheet). 

For each individual tweet analyzed, the following specific descriptive information 

should be recorded: 

i. (Line 1) Posting date of the tweet (to be placed at the top of the vertical analysis 

column for each tweet). 
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ii. (Line 2) Is this a retweet? (Y or N).  

iii. (Line 3) How many “likes” does the tweet have?  

iv. (Line 4) How often was the tweet retweeted?  

v. (Line 5) How many comments did the tweet receive?  

Coding Attachments to the Tweets: Coding Sheet, Lines 6-8 (Excel Spreadsheet). 

i. (Line 6) If the tweet includes an attached photo, does the subject align with one of 

the first 7 categories described under the “Coding Dominant Category” section, 

below? If so, indicate the symbol code for the category it matches. If it does not, 

enter “OTH” [OTHER category]. If there is no photo, answer “N.” 

Remember that the tweet must contain a photo on the main Twitter page (placed 

there by the president) to count as having a photo in this category. Photos in links 

are not considered here. They will be considered at the “links” analysis line, Line 

7, below. Again, if there is no photo on the main tweet, answer “N” for Line 6. 

ii. (Line 7) If the tweet contains an attached video, does the subject of the video align 

with one of the first 7 categories described under “Coding Dominant Category” 

section? If so, indicate the symbol code for the category it matches. If it does not 

match any of the categories, enter “OTH.” If the tweet contains no video, enter “N.” 

iii. (Line 8) If the tweet includes a link to another tweet or article, or a hashtag, is the 

linked material relevant to one of the first 7 categories mentioned in “Coding 

Dominant Category” section, below? If so, enter the subject according to the 

category code symbol. If not, or if it is meaningless or indecipherable, enter 

“OTH.” If the tweet does not include a link or a hashtag, enter “N.” 
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Coding Dominant Category:1 Coding Sheet, Line 9 (Excel Spreadsheet). 

Explanation: Each tweet will now be analyzed to determine whether the main 

subject of its content aligns with one of the following categories. The first six categories 

listed below are also 2018 U.S. News & World Report rankings selection criteria: 

i. Graduation & Retention Rates Category: 

ENTER CODE SYMBOL = GRR 

The subject matter of the tweet deals with the university’s graduation and 

retention rates or percentages. This could include: 

• Information such as the percentages or size of the body of returning students, 

the four- and six-year graduation rates, the number of degrees awarded 

generally or as part of a specific commencement exercise, etc.; 

• An illustration of ways that the school’s programs or actions have contributed 

to that graduation rate;  

• Comparisons to national graduation rate averages and references to increased 

numbers of students graduating from the school; or 

• General graduation photos, well wishes, congratulations and announcements 

about graduation and commencement ceremonies/events will also fall under 

this category. 

ii. Undergraduate Academic Reputation Category: 

ENTER CODE SYMBOL = UAR 

                                                
1 The researcher created each coding category primarily based off of metrics used by the 2018 U.S. News & 
World Report Best Colleges rankings. The researcher then used the researcher’s judgment to establish 
criteria within the subject matter of a tweet that the researcher believed would determine the category to 
which a tweet should be assigned. The researcher’s characterization and categorization of a tweet does not 
necessarily represent or reflect the subject’s original intent of such tweet. 
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Tweets should be coded in this category if their primary content includes the 

following elements: 

• Events, awards, or facts that enhanced the university’s undergraduate academic 

reputation, such as academic excellence;  

• Faculty and teaching activities;  

• Dedication and commitment; 

• Academic rigor; 

• Rankings, awards, or recognition of academic programs, departments, or 

research; 

• Student activities such as special events or travel study to other locations; 

students doing-interesting things related to their coursework or college 

experience; 

• Campus anniversaries (centennials, for example); or 

• Recognition by a governmental body recognizing the campus or congratulating 

the campus on a significant achievement. 

iii. Faculty Resources Category 

ENTER CODE SYMBOL = FR 

Tweets should be coded as FR if a tweets’ subject matter contains information 

showing or supporting any of the following faculty-related elements: 

• Strong faculty resources, such as mentoring, faculty salaries, and raises; 

• Number of full-time faculty; 

• Number of faculty with a Ph.D. or terminal degree; 

• Number of full-time faculty; 
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• Faculty expertise and competency; 

• Recognition of faculty accomplishments; 

• Faculty benefits such as training and development, sabbaticals, and grants; or 

• Feature stories about faculty members; faculty and senior administration 

recognition; and awards, promotions; and announcements of subsequent hiring 

of university faculty by other prestigious institutions. 

iv. Student Selectivity Category 

ENTER CODE SYMBOL = SEL 

Tweets should be coded in this category if their primary content includes the 

following elements: 

• Facts, events or examples that illustrate the academic quality of students at the 

university. 

• The university’s selectivity of/desirability to academically strong students; 

• The number of student applicants accepted, ACT scores or SAT scores of 

applicants or accepted students, entering students with scholarships (National 

Merit Scholarships, etc.), the university’s acceptance rates, references to high 

school performance or class ranking of incoming students; or 

• Content or links about new student orientation hashtag sites for accepted 

students, students sharing their excitement about being admitted, etc., should 

be placed under UAR, UNLESS they specifically refer to the academic 

preparation, scholarship, class rankings or ACT/SAT scores of such students. If 

those things are mentioned in the tweet, the content goes here under SEL. 
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v. Financial Resources Category 

ENTER CODE SYMBOL = $$ 

Tweets should be coded in this category if their primary content includes the 

following elements: 

• Strong per-student spending.  

• Examples of the breadth of programs and services the university offers. 

• Investments in research, mentored and experiential learning, student programs 

and services, student wellness, student grants, new or enhanced student 

buildings, classroom facilities and technology. 

• Tweets about general scholarships also go here unless: 

§ The MAIN thrust of the story is about alums who gave. Then, the content 

goes under AGR. Otherwise, if alumni involvement is noted but the primary 

emphasis is on the scholarship funding, AGR would be a secondary category 

and FR would be primary.  

OR . . . . 

§ A particular student is being honored as a scholarship recipient. In that 

case, the main content category would be SEL. 

• Tweets about the importance, impact and availability of research funding could 

also go in this category, UNLESS they recognize a specific group of professors 

(they would then go under FR) or students (they would then go under UAR). 

vi. Alumni Giving Rate Category 

ENTER CODE SYMBOL = AGR 
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Tweets should be coded in this category if their primary content includes the 

following elements: 

• Support or illustration of alumni giving activity or the benefits of alumni 

giving to the university; 

• Information about specific donors, donor gifts, alumni giving rates, capital 

campaigns, endowed chairs and scholarships, alumni association events, 

activities and awards, etc.; or 

• For tweet(s) that feature(s) an alum of the University: if the presence of the 

alumnus in the tweet is the main subject of that tweet, it goes under AGR, even 

if it’s an alum simply visiting campus or posing for a picture with the president. 

vii. University Sports Programs Category 

ENTER CODE SYMBOL = USP 

Note: While this is not a 2018 U.S. News & World Report category, the researcher 

theorized a priori that the universities’ sports programs would be a common 

subject of the tweets examined, and should be included in the analysis. Tweets 

should be coded as USP if their primary content includes the following element: 

• References to university sports programs or teams, school sporting events or 

games, specific student athletes, profiles of coaching staff, etc.  

viii.  OTHER Category: 

ENTER CODE SYMBOL = OTH 

If the tweet being analyzed does not contain any of the categories described in the 

list of seven a priori categories i-xii above, it should be entered in the OTHER 

category. Tweets in this category could include topics such as: 
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• Greetings from the president; 

• Responses to national tragedies or issues (as opposed to campus issues which 

might fall under Crisis Management, below); 

• Commentaries or responses to other campus events; 

• Reminders to vote or other similar duties; 

• Photos or comments on the weather or attractive campus features; or 

• Comments on national issues or proposed legislation that relates to higher 

education to that campus, etc. (An exception here may be research funding, 

which would go under FR if it refers specifically to research on campus.)  

Note: If the tweet does not contain any of the categories described in i-viii, 

above, it should be entered in the “OTHER” category.  

Coding Crisis Management: Coding Sheet, Line 10 (Excel Spreadsheet). 

Note: While not considered as part of the 2018 U.S. News & World Report rankings, the 

researcher theorized a priori that tweets that dealt with a crisis of some sort at the 

university might be significant. Tweets should be coded as Crisis Management if their 

primary content includes the following elements: 

• Apologies or explanations around unfavorable events concerning students, 

administrators, sports teams, etc., and what the university is doing to address this; 

• Crimes on campus; 

• Complaints, unfavorable reviews or sanctions from governance organizations 

such as accrediting bodies, the NCAA, etc.; or 

• University president’s responses to unfavorable news articles or social media 

about the school. 
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Note: If the tweet deals directly with one of the 2018 U.S. News & World Report 

categories being examined, it should already have been entered in that category, 

AND should be entered in the Crisis Management category here and designated 

with “CM.” If the tweet does NOT align with one of the first 7 categories 

(including USP), but if it is still primarily a Crisis Management response, it should 

be listed in both the “OTHER” category and the Crisis Management category 

described here and designated with “CM.” If the tweet does not contain a crisis 

management response, leave this line blank. 

Clarification: Tweets about presidents taking a stand against national, external-to-

campus events or issues such as hate speech, discrimination, school shootings, etc. 

would be OTHER in the main category section (Line 9), and would NOT be 

considered to be Crisis Management, so Line 10 would be left blank. It is Crisis 

Management ONLY if it deals with managing an event on the president’s own 

campus. So, tweets about hate speech, crime, bad behavior, etc. that occur on the 

president’s own campus would be marked OTHER at Line 9 but would also be 

marked CM at Line 10. 

Coding Positive or Negative Content: Coding Sheet, Line 11 (Excel Spreadsheet). 

This section analyzes whether the content of the tweet, whatever category it may 

reflect, is positive or negative in tone or sentiment. 

Definition of positive content:  

• The content of the tweet is favorable to the subject of the tweet (president, 

university, student, etc.). 

• Nouns and adjectives used tend to be positive and complimentary. 
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• Positive content could include the president’s or school’s participation in 

beneficial events or programs, service to school or community; recognitions and 

awards for university/campus community; progress towards a goal or milestone; 

encouragements and reminders to participate in civic activities such as blood 

drives or voter registration; expression of sympathy or support for a external event, 

such as a natural disaster (even if the event itself is negative); athletic 

accomplishments; faculty profiles, research and new hires; student/alumni profiles; 

a president’s participation in external events, such as conferences; remembrances 

or reflections on past events (even if the event itself is negative, such as 9/11). 

• As described in Chapter 7 of Press and Its Social Responsibility in Northeast 

India: A Content Analysis, positive content can also include reports of actions 

intended to fight, correct, address or ameliorate events that are themselves negative 

news and have already been reported (Plathottam, 2008, p. 370). Actions or events 

intended to counteract negative issues such as social injustice, inequality, racism, 

discrimination, etc., also constitute positive content.  

Definition of negative content:  

• The content of the tweet is unfavorable to the subject of the tweet (president, 

university, student, etc.).  

• Such content could include bad news or negative information, announcements or 

reports (unless the news has previously been reported and is now accompanied by 

an explanation of what the president/university will do to help or address it, as 

described above under “Positive News”).  
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• Negative content could also include criticisms or complaints about individuals, 

policies, or legislation; announcements of personnel actions such as firings or 

investigations; crimes; demonstrations or complaints about university 

administration or other personnel; negative actions against the university by 

outsides organizations; funding cuts or budget problems, etc. 

A major differentiation between positive and negative content, for the purposes of 

this coding, is that if any kind of bad news is being announced by the president for the 

first time (in other words, the tweet constitutes the announcement of the bad news), then 

that constitutes negative content. However, if the president’s tweet references a bad news 

event after it has already been announced (drawing that context from the tweet itself), 

and/or if the tweet expresses sympathy, support, solidarity or describes what the president 

or the school is doing to address the issue, the content should be viewed as positive. 

• Indicate on Line 11 of the coding sheet whether the tweet’s content is positive 

(“P”) or negative (“N”). 

Coding Manifest and Latent Content: Coding Sheet, Line 12 (Excel Spreadsheet) 

Manifest content refers to “what is said” in the text, or the literal meaning of the 

words and content used in the communication. 

• Tweets which demonstrate manifest content would include tweets with liberal use 

of the words or terms described for each of the first seven categories indicated in 

the “Coding Dominant Categories” section (the six 2018 U.S. News & World 

Report categories and USP).  

• It can be assumed that if a tweet has been coded as aligning with one of these 

seven categories, then by definition it explicitly contains the terms, references and 
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definition related to the 2018 U.S. News & World Report categories or USP, as 

contained in the explanation section for each of those categories (again, found 

under the “Coding Dominant Categories” section).  

• Mark ALL such tweets with an “M” for Manifest Content. 

• However, the final two categories, Crisis Management (if not already linked to one 

of the categories) and OTHER could include tweets that, while not containing 

manifest content relating to the 2018 U.S. News & World Report rankings, could 

contain latent content relating to those categories. 

• For tweets falling under these two areas, indicate whether there may be latent, 

rather than manifest, content related to the 2018 U.S. News & World Report 

categories, using the definitions of latent content below: 

Latent Content refers to “what is meant” rather than what is actually said. 

• The underlying meaning of the passage rather than the apparent meaning.  

• The use of rich, descriptive words and adjectives that, while not specified in the 

2018 U.S. News & World Report rankings, portray emotions and underlying 

meanings that represent a category related to those rankings. 

• If any of these tweets (again, those not already marked as “M”) contain latent 

content related to the 2018 U.S. News & World Report categories, mark such 

tweets with an “L.”  

• If they do not, leave this Line 12 blank. 

• Remember that if the category of a tweet at Line 9 is one of the first 7 

categories (including USP), it must be marked for Manifest Content (“M”).  
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• Tweets marked OTHER at Line 9 can only be coded as an “L” or a “blank” at Line 

12.  

For the purposes of this study, content is only manifest if it relates directly to the 

categories. Had content related directly to the U.S. News & World Report categories, 

it would have been aligned with one of the first 7 categories; it would not have been 

coded as OTHER. So, Line 12 choices for tweets that were coded as OTHER are L 

(Latent Content) or BLANK (no Latent Content). 

Note: Although Line 13, “If main category of OTHER, subject of tweet,” appeared 

on the coding sheet, it was not a part of the coding process. The researcher added it 

after the tweets marked OTHER were examined and divided into the five emergent 

categories. It is included on the coding sheet only to illustrate the full range of 

information collected. 

-END- 

 


