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Abstract
Although social media provide many opportunities to improve teaching processes, and today's students 
do not know the world without them, there is still a trend of non-adaptation of new technologies in higher 
education institutions. The existing communication paradigm of social media is multidimensional, and 
thus complex and covers a wide theoretical and practical area. The main objective of this paper, based 
on the literature overview, is the conceptual foundation of social media and their main characteristics; 
to determine general elements of the existing communication paradigm in higher education under the 
influence of social media, and to identify gaps which can serve as an impetus for future research aimed 
at a holistic approach to changing the communication paradigm in higher education under the influence 
of social media.
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1. Introduction
Social media today are an unavoidable part of everyday life, and the networking of indivi-

duals and new ways of communication and interaction have reached the academic world 

as well. At the same time, as practice and previous research show, although social media 

provide many opportunities to improve teaching processes, and today's students are not 

only willing to use them, but they do not know the world without them, there is still a trend 

towards non-adaptation of new technologies in higher education institutions. In the lite-

rature, social media are most often approached by considering individual elements, while 

this paper aims to summarize the elements that form a communication paradigm in higher 

education under the influence of social media. Namely, the assumptions and determinants 

of the existing communication paradigm of social media are multidimensional, and thus 

complex and cover a wide theoretical and practical area. The main objective of this paper, 

based on an overview of the most significant and recent literature, is the conceptual fo-

undation of social media and their main characteristics; to determine general elements of 

the existing communication paradigm in higher education under the influence of social 

media, and to identify gaps which can serve as an impetus for future research aimed at 

a holistic approach to changing the communication paradigm in higher education under 

the influence of social media.

The review consists of three main parts: the first part of this paper provides an etymological 

and conceptual presentation of social media, their main characteristics, emphasizing and 

deriving communication and interaction as two key characteristics of social media.

The second part provides a summarized theoretical foundation of the main elements of 

the existing communication paradigm in higher education under the influence of social 

media, as reviews circumstances and factors that concerns the higher education institu-

tions, summarizing the legal, professional and moral questions that remain open, while 

examining advantages and disadvantages of using social media in higher education, the 

various purposes of use and possible areas of application, and models of integration of 

social media in higher education. 

The review ends with a critical discussion of the implications of an additional and unexpected 

global (educational) challenge in the form of the crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
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which has demonstrated that a change in the educational paradigm is required: from a 

classical paradigm, which is gradually becoming the past, into a progressive paradigm, 

focused on the future.

2. Social media analysis: Communication and 
interaction as key characteristics 
Although “social media technology is complex, reminiscent of Winston Churchill’s 1939 

radio address regarding the actions of Russia; she is like ‘a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, 

inside an enigma’ that is continuously being investigated and briefly understood before it 

changes once more”  (Davis III et al., 2012, p. 1), social media are online services that allow 

the average user to collaborate with others online, and their popularity is largely based on 

the fact that they do not require a high level of IT knowledge. The main features of social 

media are the ability of users to present themselves to the public, by publishing information 

about themselves, their work, or other people's work that the user likes, and from these 

facts arise terms that are described as: “interactive information sharing”, “interoperabi-

lity”, “user-oriented design” (Radovan, 2014). “They are available 24 hours a day, 7 days a 

week via a range of devices and from different locations, and therefore depend only on the 

availability of the Internet and the will of their users” (Babić, 2021).

The number of active Internet users and social media is constantly and dramatically 

increasing, so, for example, in January 2021, the number of active Internet users reached 

4.66 billion (Statista, 2021a), which is about 59% of the total world population, i.e. 7.87 

billion (Worldometer, 2021). Social media used 4.2 billion of that (Statista, 2021a), which 

is 53% of the world's population. For comparison, Regan (2015) states that, in 2015, the 

number of active Internet users was 3.175 billion, which was about 43% of the total world 

population (7.357 billion). Social media was used by 2.206 billion of those, which was 30% 

of the world's population (Regan, 2015).

Statistical data show that, in 2021, there are 56.63% of active social media users in the 

Republic of Croatia (Statista, 2021b), while in 2020 there were 51% of active social media 

users in the Republic of Croatia that log into social media services at least once a month 

(Statista, 2021c).
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The complex term “social media” can be divided into its two components, “social” and “me-

dia”. The “social” part refers to the activities performed among people, while the “media” 

refers to the Internet tools and technologies used to perform such activities (NgaiMoon 

et al., 2015).

There are two basic types of social media, says Brautović (2011, p. 15): social media for the 

exchange of articles, videos, bookmarks, and photographs, for example, Wikipedia (articles), 

YouTube (video), Del.icio.us (bookmarks), Flickr (photos), and social media for networking 

or social networks, for example, Facebook, LinkedIn, etc.

Due to the conceptual ambiguity in publications, the term social media, especially in the 

Croatian language, is often understood as a synonym for the term social networks, while, 

in fact, social networks refer to only one of the currently known thirteen subtypes of social 

media (Aichner, Jacob, 2015, p. 258). The most concise, yet currently the most detailed con-

ceptual definition, was proposed by Aichner and Jacob (2015, p. 258), taking into account 

that social media are web-based applications and interactive platforms that facilitate the 

creation, discussion, modification, and sharing of user-created content (Kaplan, Haenlein, 

2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011), and are therefore not limited to social networks like Facebook 

because, in addition to social networks, they include “blogs, business networks, collaborative 

projects, enterprise social networks, forums, microblogs, photo sharing, product/services 

reviews, social bookmarking, social gaming, video sharing and virtual worlds” (Aichner, 

Jacob, 2015, p. 258).

In this paper, social media are reviewed with an emphasis on possibilities of use in higher 

education institutions, and, in more detail, from the point of view of communication 

possibilities.

3. Communication paradigm in higher 
education and social media
In modern society, in which social media is rapidly evolving, the task that is sought to be 

achieved by defining the communication paradigm in higher education through social 

media is to include complex communication processes concerning those who create and 
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manage the communication process (Lasswell's “who”) or “management analysis” and 

persons who are within the reach of social media (Lasswell's “to whom”) or “analysis of 

the recipient, audience”, i.e. users, but unlike Lasswell’s paradigm, according to which “the 

relationship between 'who' and 'to whom' is the relationship of the sender and recipient of 

the message, the relationship between the one who dominates and the one who submits 

to it, the expert and the non-expert, and the recipient is taken almost as an unfilled space, 

which is filled with the forms attached to him” (Lasswell, 1948, as cited in Martinić, 1985, 

p. 130). In the communication process in higher education by means of social media, it 

is important to emphasize that recipients or students, in “student-centered education”, 

in addition to encompassing teaching methods that shift the focus of teacher-to-student 

teaching, aims to develop student autonomy and independence (Jones, 2007), they can no 

longer be viewed as “unfilled space” and as passive actors, nor as non-experts in a digital 

environment and those who are subordinate in the communication act; properties of 

social media (Lasswell's “through which channel”) or “media analysis”, as presented in 

the previous paragraph and finally, elements of the information set (Lasswell's “what”) 

or “content analysis” and a consequence of the communication process (Lasswell's “with 

what effect”) or “performance analysis” (Lasswell, 1948, as cited in Martinić, 1985, p. 131), 

which pose the greatest challenge to the concept of modern education.

From the all mentioned above, it is obvious that there are several elements of the commu-

nication paradigm in higher education under the influence of social media that can be the 

focus of the research area. The efficiency of the communication process in higher education 

through social media should be determined by “rational judgment which correlates goals 

and values”, taking into account that there are “multiple factors of effective communica-

tion, from media opportunities to human abilities” (Lasswell, 1948, as cited in Martinić, 

1985, p. 132).

3.1. The relationship between social media and higher education: from 

weaknesses to strengths

Social media have influenced, and continue to influence, society, globalization, the eco-

nomy, politics, so science and education are no exceptions. Social media platforms, such 

as Facebook, Twitter, or LinkedIn, have the potential to become “disruptive technologies” 
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(Christensen 1997, p. 3; Mutula, 2013, p. 30), but Fleck (2007, p. 415) notes, however, that 

ICT applications to date have encouraged the development of e-learning more as support 

mechanisms and unobtrusive technologies.

As Okello-Obura and Ssekitto (2015, p. 1) point out, these technologies encourage a more 

flexible approach to learning that takes place across different “touch points”, i.e. classrooms, 

off-campus, in the workplace, and almost anywhere with Internet access. Such a “blended” 

approach to learning first occurred within the field of lifelong learning in colleges, and 

globally, many academics accept the use of web 2.0 technologies in teaching and learning 

(Okello-Obura, Ssekitto, 2015, p. 1). The rapid breakthrough and use of these technology 

platforms have also been driven by the increase in (financially) available smartphones 

(Mutula, 2013, p. 31).

3.2.  Social media and divide between students and their educational 

institutions

Social media are an example of technologies that have been widely adopted by students, and 

consequently, have the potential of becoming valuable resources for supporting educational 

communication and student collaboration with faculty (Arsović, 2012, p. 378). However, 

numerous studies point to the digital divide between students and their educational in-

stitutions, and the existence of a trend towards non-adaptation of new technologies in 

higher education institutions; students are willing to use them, and faculty employees are 

not (Roblyer et al., 2010, p. 138).

Social media tools and applications challenge the concept of formal education as we know 

it today (Selwyn, 2011). So what frameworks do we need to make learning meaningful in 

our world of constant change? Thomas and Seely Brown (2011) argue that a new learning 

culture contains two elements. The first is a massive information network that provides 

almost unlimited access and resources to learn about anything. The second is a limited and 

structured environment that allows for unlimited creation and experimentation with things 

within those boundaries. The reason we have failed to accept these notions is that none of 

them alone enables effective learning. It is the combination of the two and the interconnec-

tedness that makes the new culture of learning so strong (Thomas, Seely Brown, 2011).
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3.3. The concerns of higher education institutions: Supervision and regulation 

of social media usage in higher education

The concerns of higher education institutions, in addition to the already mentioned po-

ssible negative impacts of social media, are based on the following possible circumstances 

(Reuben, 2008), which concern the supervision of the use of social media for higher edu-

cation purposes:

• Loss of control - social media allows enrolled students to share their faculty experiences, 

thereby directly influencing the attraction and enrollment of prospective students, such 

as through blogging (Johnson, 2007 as cited in Reuben, 2008, p. 7). Opening up the ability 

to write comments to allow for two-way dialogue is a perfect example of a loss of control 

(Reuben, 2008, p. 7). Internet content can no longer be removed – “it is fully integrated 

into all elements of business and society” (Li, Bernoff, 2008, p. 7), so it is possible to collect 

negative comments or feedback. Still, most of these tools bring more benefits than harm. 

They can help remove misconceptions and promote desired, true, positive feedback, 

which is invaluable to potential students (Reuben, 2008, p. 8). Users of social networks 

have three times more confidence in the opinion of their peers about advertising when 

making decisions (Juniper Research, 2007, as cited in Reuben, 2008, p. 8).

• Time commitment - many professionals in higher education deal with the workload, 

perform multiple roles. Dealing with social media can also be time-intensive. It is im-

portant to update your site at least once a week to be able to moderate comments daily. 

This usually requires spending 1-10 hours per week if social media is used as part of a 

marketing strategy (Reuben, 2008, p. 8).

• Information overload - due to the emergence of many new social media applications, it 

is easily possible to feel overwhelmed when trying to keep up with “traditional media”, 

such as email, print publications, and instant messaging (Reuben, 2008, p. 8).Anyone 

can create a (fake) “official” account for a higher education institution - if there is no 

official profile of the higher education institution yet, it is advisable to create it in order 

to at least reserve the name of the higher education institution on those tools that it 

is not yet ready to use. If they do not reserve their name, someone else may do it for 

them (Reuben, 2008, p. 9).
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It is shown in practice, as well as in research (Willems, Adachi, Grevtseva, 2016; Willems et 

al., 2018), that the field of social media in higher education is difficult to control in legal, 

professional, or moral terms. From the point of view of higher education institutions, chan-

ges in the use of technology can cause a disturbance of the status quo, and “social media 

itself viewed as a disruptive technology as it is being increasingly used”, thus becoming the 

dominant technology (Flavin, 2012, as cited in Willems et al., 2016, p. 648). “Social media 

governance requires institutional policies, defined as ‘formal laws, regulations, rules, and 

guidelines that govern institutions’” (Johnson et al., 2016, as cited in Willems et al., 2016, 

p. 648). These policies, in turn, can promote and accelerate the adoption and use of certain 

learning technologies (Johnson et al., 2016, as cited in Willems et al., 2016, p. 648) or block 

them (Willems et al., 2016, p. 648). It is also possible that existing institutional policies and 

procedures may be contradictory, as they promote one aspect of the use of social media, 

but discourage others because they arose before the existence and strengthening of these 

technologies or did not take them with due consideration, which confuses the interpretation 

of governing policies in different contexts or “institutional policy may be clear, but users 

can willfully or accidentally overlook them” (Willems et al., 2016, p. 648).

Higher education institutions generally do not have defined and established clear and 

easily understandable policies for the use of social media, according to which the use of 

social media for the needs of higher education could be managed. Therefore, even in cases 

where teachers have accepted the use of social media for pedagogical purposes, for their 

professional development or the development of media literacy or the institution itself, use 

of social media to build digital recognition and identity, questions such as the following 

remain open: 

1. How can higher education institutions maintain control over commercially based 

technologies?

2. How can they protect themselves from litigation?

3. How can they protect their students' privacy violations?

4. How can they manage new technologies when they cannot predict their consequences?

5. How can they finance the necessary change management related to the introduction of 

new technology? (Stahl, Sharplin, Kehrwald, 2016, as cited in Willems et al., 2018, p. 140).
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Academic policies should be clear and direct so as not to be an additional barrier to the use 

of social media in higher education and support the development of ways to help nurture 

the benefits of using social media for higher education, rather than supporting and po-

tentially discouraging the use of social media for the needs of higher education (Willems 

et al., 2018, p. 145).

3.4. Advantages and disadvantages of using social media in higher education

Social media have made the world a smaller place, summed up Raut, Patil (2016, p. 283); 

now people have more information, more knowledge, and more opportunities to use them. 

They have improved the ability to absorb information, which would have been too much 

for people to master just 20 years ago, and have made it extremely easy to process, and 

in addition to facilitating our education and business, talents are discovered faster (Raut, 

Patil, 2016, p. 284).

One of the primary negative influences of social media is addiction and constant checking 

of news on social media, which can have a negative impact on other activities related to 

studying, but also (not) playing sports, live communication and ignoring real life (Raut, 

Patil, 2016, p. 284).

Therefore, it is equally important to take into account the advantages and disadvantages 

of using social media in higher education, which are, for this paper, summarized in Ta-

ble 1. The challenge is to find a way to connect the structure of the transfer of existing 

knowledge and to master the enumerated disadvantages, but also take advantage of the 

stated benefits of social media usage for higher education purposes to support the freedom 

to create new knowledge.
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ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES

• Free access (to some social media) • Loss of control

• Cost reduction • Lack of credibility

• Flexibility in terms of technology selection • Privacy issues (lack of privacy)

• Optional access • Existence of false identities

• Easier and faster access to information, when and where 
needed • Developing addiction

• Possibility of various integration in learning and teaching 
activities • Electronic violence

• Ability to control access through user authentication • Stalking

• Sharing ideas, experiences, and resources • Identity theft

• Independence from the individual platform (e.g. compu-
ters, availability already with Internet access and browser)

• Neglecting direct communication and interaction (face-
to-face)

• Compatibility with areas of education • Internet connection required (especially broadband 
connection)

• Low level of complexity of use (minimum skills required) • Hiding behind technologies and concepts that have not 
yet been sufficiently defined/researched

• Reliability in continuous use over a long period • Offer of open source information with very unclear me-
aning and quality

• Less time required to search and manage information • Leading to the low-quality of actual content

• Less effort required to search and manage information • Promoting the amateur, user-generated content

• Increasing the way of learning due to the diversity of new 
technologies

• Giving everyone a chance to complain, thus creating a 
community without rules

• Ability to test existing teaching models • Monetarily quantified (everything becomes “business” 
and “numbers”)

 Focus on innovation in learning, not on the technology itself • Becoming a type of used web or medium for people with 
a low level of digital skills

• Ability to create digital content • Limited security

• Marketing and advertising • The program speed is incomparably lower than the de-
sktop program speed

• Recruitment of new students • Content that means nothing in itself, electronic “waste”

• Maintaining existing contacts and connections • The extremely diverse offer of social media that can be 
used only makes it difficult to choose

• Acquisition of IT education • Time and knowledge spent on use

• Ability to make new acquaintances • Lack of systematic education on use

• Tracking current topics • Scientific communication becomes (too) informal

• Supporting existing or new business • Decreasing social skills

• Sharing photos and videos • Encouraging negative behaviors such as immorality and 
laziness

• Strengthening motivation through interaction with other 
users

• Pedagogical expectations are reduced instead of the 
other way around

• Strengthening self-confidence through interaction with 
other users

• Negatively affecting health (e.g. diseases of the spine, 
eyes…)

• Strengthening ties with the wider local community • Increasing the generation gap

• Strengthening links with people around the world/inter-
national community

• Rapid feedback

Table 1. Advantages and disadvantages of using social media in higher education (source: adapted 
according to Grosseck, 2009, p. 480; Mabić, 2014, p. 375; Raut, Patil, 2016, p. 284)
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3.5. Purposeful use of social media in higher education

A wide range of social media tools allows many purposeful uses, and in addition, their range 

is constantly increasing and generating new uses. To use the advantages of social media 

for the needs of higher education, some possible purposes are listed in Table 2. 

Table 2. The purpose of using social media in higher education (source: prepared by the author, 
2020)

PURPOSE OF USE AND AREAS OF APPLICATION OF SOCIAL MEDIA IN HIGHER EDUCATION

GENERAL INFORMATION

• General information.

• Updating upcoming and past events.

• Real-time monitoring of events.

• Sharing presentations about special events.

• Sharing information related to studies.

ORGANIZATION

• Organization of meetings.

• Organization of events.

• Personal organization of students and staff of higher education institutions.

• For class schedule.

MARKETING

• Attracting new students.

• Promoting higher education.

• Promoting quality and excellence.

TEACHING

• Presentation of teaching contents.

• Informing students about courses.

• Informing students about teaching literature.

• Informing students about exams.

RESEARCH WORK

• Research purposes.

• Finding sources and references.

• Publishing a journal.

• In libraries for publishing papers, increasing visibility, tracking metrics.

• Publication of professional or scientific papers with students.

• Publication of professional or scientific papers independently or with fellow teachers.

• For conferences or as part of presentations.
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PROJECT WORK

• Facilitating project work.

• Encouraging work on projects.

• For workshops.

STUDENT SUPPORT

• Providing support to students outside of studies.

• Counseling on the personal development of students.

• Workshops on financial aid and scholarships.

• Support to retain students.

• Increasing student satisfaction.

LEARNING ASSISTANCE

• Encouraging active learning.

• Respect for different talents and ways of learning.

• Workshops on easier learning.

• Mental mapping workshops.

• Improving knowledge and skills in areas such as science, technology, literacy, environment, humanities, STEAM, and 
other teaching areas and topics.

• Inspiring writing and creativity.

• Merging social media applications.

COMMUNITY BUILDING

• Increasing student attention.

• Encouraging links between students and higher education institutions.

• Improving communication between higher education institutions and students.

• Providing feedback in all directions.

• Building and strengthening community on campus.

• Creating and maintaining personal learning environments, etc.

• Increasing the sense of belonging of students studying online.

CREATING CONNECTIONS WITH THE WIDER COMMUNITY

• Supporting an event, supporting the team and the community.

• Encouraging students to participate in community activities.

• Praising student achievement and success.

• Praising teacher achievement.

MAINTAINING CONNECTIONS WITH ALUMNI

• Maintaining connections with alumni.

• Connecting enrolled students with alumni.

PROFESSIONAL ORIENTATION

• Informing students about practice.

• Sharing materials for professional development.
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3.6. Models of social media integration in higher education

The research conducted on the attitudes and experiences of social media integration in 

higher education institutions (Echeng, Usoro, Ewuzie, 2016; Josefsson, 2017) shows a need 

to integrate social media into the teaching process (Okello-Obura, Ssekitto, 2015, p. 2) 

and numerous benefits and positive effects on the learning and teaching process (Also-

lamy., 2017, p. 170; Coleman, Petitt, Buning, 2018, p. 421), such as the quality of teaching 

(Silvestru, Lupescu, Draistaru, 2016, p. 79) and the academic success of students (Tamayo, 

Cruz, 2014, p. 9). While students perceive social media as something self-understandable, 

teachers and experts are more inclined to think about their flaws and dangers (Raut, Patil, 

2016, p. 283; Willems et al., 2018, p. 140). 

The social media cluster also allows, in addition to universities and teachers, students to 

participate in discussions, collaboration, research, creation, discovery, and design. Depen-

ding on the type of social media, the possibilities of integrating social media into higher 

education are numerous and multiple (Table 3).

Table 3. Models of social media integration in higher education by types of social media (source: 
prepared by the author, adapted according to Grosseck, 2009, p. 479; Cobbs, 2008, p. 27)

SOCIAL MEDIA AND THEIR POSSIBLE EDUCATIONAL APPLICATION

BLOGS

• Using blogs to experience writing about the real world.

• Grouping a class of blogs into one common area for easier tracking.

• Providing quick feedback to students as well as students to each other.

• Using peer networks by students to develop their knowledge.

• With comments in blogs, teachers can encourage students to help each other write and get answers to questions 
without getting the same answer twenty times, etc.

PHOTO SHARING

• Sharing, commenting, and adding notes to photos or pictures to use in the classroom.

• Inspiring writing and creativity; creating a presentation using photos.

• Finding photos of areas and events around the world using classroom tags.

• Setting up student presentations to an authentic audience and getting feedback from around the world.

• Sharing materials for professional development and access anywhere and at any time; sharing presentations on 
special events.

VIDEO SHARING

• For professional video development on your terms; creating videos with students.

• Using video sharing sites, finding videos about current issues, etc.

• Updating events, monitoring events in real-time.
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SOCIAL GAMING

• Using for classroom debates and discussions.

• Improving knowledge and skills in areas such as science, technology, literacy, environment, humanities, STEAM, and 
other teaching areas and topics.

SOCIAL BOOKMARKING

• For project management.

• For evaluating opinions.

• For conferences or as part of presentations or workshops.

• For reference or research.

SOCIAL NETWORKING

• Supporting an event, supporting the team and the community.

• Merging social media applications.

• Creating and maintaining personal learning environments, etc.

ENTERPRISE SOCIAL NETWORKS

• Using as a presentation tool (as e-portfolios).

• Managing higher education institutions and classroom documents.

• Using as collaborative material for students; writing: books and magazines created for students.

• Creating and maintaining student frequently asked questions (FAQs).

• Updating new information, such as homework and assignments.

• A place to consolidate web resources; support committees, working groups, and university projects, etc.

FORUMS

• For professional development, time-saving; updated teaching area information.

• For information coming from restrictive sources; sharing work with other teachers.

• Reducing email congestion.

• Keeping specific websites current and relevant, etc.

MICROBLOGS

• Creating a classroom community.

• Researching collaborative writing.

• For reader responses.

• Collaborating with other higher education institutions, states, metacognition platforms…

• Creating a learning experience.

• Creating a network for personal learning.

• Disseminating teacher publications and materials.

• Finding original ideas, quotes.

• Providing very focused and concrete feedback to students to refine their thinking and improve their skills.

Informal researching.

• Storytelling (Storytelling).

• Feedback on ideas, building trust, building community, etc.
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BUSINESS NETWORKING

• Professional development.

• Monitoring of professionals and companies.

• Nurturing professional relationships.

COLLABORATIVE PROJECTS

• For student projects.

• Collaborating on ideas.

• Organizing documents and resources from individuals and groups of students.

• As a group research project for a specific idea.

VIRTUAL WORLDS

• For virtual conferences and seminars.

• Team meetings and collaboration spaces.

• Simulations.

• Facilitating virtual classroom discussion, etc.

OTHER SOCIAL MEDIA TOOLS

• Instant messaging increases the sense of togetherness and accessibility needed for collaborative learning.

• Voice communication using Internet Protocol (VoIP) helps promote international cooperation and understanding.

• Calendars recording calendar events, homework.

• Surveys and questionnaires, network diagrams and web processors for word processing, online spreadsheets, social 
search, making mental maps.

• Everything users want is available not only on computers and tablets, but also on mobile devices connected to the Internet.

4. An additional and unexpected global 
challenge: What has the crisis caused by the 
Covid-19 pandemic taught us about teaching?
The year 2020 brought new challenges to all of humanity, the global economy, but also to 

all of the education, which only a few months ago no one could have even imagined. As 

the virus called Covid-19 or the coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 spread around the world, higher 

education institutions were faced with a great challenge: how to continue teaching if fa-

ce-to-face lectures are banned according to the instructions of the government and civil 

protection headquarters? Many higher education institutions were not ready for this chall-

enge, especially in the beginning, and these institutions faced a test of their functioning, 

following the ominous prediction of Drucker (1997, p. 127): “Thirty years from now the big 

university campuses will be relics… The college won’t survive as a residential institution. 

Today’s buildings are hopelessly unsuited and totally unneeded”. Other higher education 
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institutions were somewhat more prepared and started, immediately or soon after closing, 

with online teaching as a short-term solution. In particular, teachers, as leaders of online 

teaching, had to make additional efforts to become acquainted (in more detail) with tech-

nology and use new digital tools through which a particular university conducted teaching 

(screen sharing, presentations, chat, surveys, even online exams, etc.), mainly with the 

help of technical support.

One of the challenges in the implementation of distant online teaching proved to be the 

approach of some higher education institutions or teachers in the way of delivering teaching 

materials to students, where they are left to their own ability to master the curriculum and 

where little attention was paid to that the “art of teaching is the art of assisting discovery” 

(Van Doren, 1943, p. 173). Social media tools, however, have largely served as tools for 

many teachers as inductive methods, through which students create, research or discover 

important ideas through interaction with specific materials or other data sources and their 

peers, which at the same time creates a stark contrast to direct teaching or mere delivery 

of teaching materials, which need to be mastered independently.

Adaptation to the newly created emergency is thus marked by the use of (digital) interactive 

tools, most often social media, through which the almost hopeless situation turned into a 

surmountable one. In addition to the fear of endangerment and the consequent uncerta-

inty, social isolation and distancing of people, which also negatively affect human mental 

health, were mitigated by these digital tools that enabled at least partial functioning of life.

However, for example, the research “How we are - life in Croatia in the age of corona” showed 

that online teaching was a source of great stress (Jokić-Begić, 2020); there were many 

challenges, and apart from working from home, and losing the clear boundaries between 

business and private life, most of them were related to everything mentioned thus far in 

this paper. Therefore, a fundamental question arises: would the stress caused by online 

teaching and the use of new digital tools be much milder if the adaptation to the digital 

environment had started earlier and before it became a kind of necessity and “coercion”?
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5. Conclusion
Networking of individuals in the modern world is a new way of communicating, and social 

media allows them to do so. Their penetration and integration into higher education are 

inevitable, where social media have not yet shown all their possibilities and potentials. 

Yet, there is no universal view on the integration and use of social media for the needs of 

higher education and the jury has not yet reached the verdict; “the jury is still out” (Tess, 

2013, p. A66). Although we may have an optimistic attitude towards new technologies and 

social media and perceive their impact as something that enriches and facilitates our lives, 

allows us greater freedom of thought and expression, greater solidarity and connection at 

all levels, or have a more pessimistic view of their impact with a focus on the increase of 

“alienation” among people, the weakening of “real” interpersonal relationships, a lot of 

unverified information and electronic violence, the fear that there is no oblivion on the 

Internet, what we certainly cannot do is to ignore the changes that have taken place, and 

yet continue to take place, under their influence in whatever way we experience them.

The changes in society that have occurred with the advent of social media also require 

a change in the educational and scientific paradigm from a classical paradigm, which is 

gradually becoming the past, into a progressive paradigm focused on the future.

The existing communication paradigm of social media is multidimensional, and thus 

complex and covers a wide theoretical and practical area. The main objective of this paper, 

based on the literature overview, was to clarify the conceptual foundation of social media 

and their main characteristics. The second was to determine the general elements of the 

existing communication paradigm in higher education under the influence of social media, 

and to identify gaps formed under the influence of changes in society that have occurred 

with the advent of social media that require a change in the educational and scientific pa-

radigm from a classical paradigm, which is gradually becoming the past, into a progressive 

paradigm focused on the future.
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5.1. Challenges and limitations of this study

This paper presents an overview of theory and previous research to establish the main 

elements of the communication paradigm in higher education under the influence of social 

media, which should serve as a theoretical basis for future research.

Therefore, the scientific contribution of this paper is the cognitive foundation of the term 

social media, the identification in the most concise, yet most detailed way possible, the 

advantages and disadvantages of the current communication paradigm in higher educa-

tion under the influence of social media and revelation of the anomalies and crises in the 

existing paradigm. 

The establishment of the term social media was challenging because a review of the literature 

established an insufficiently clear theoretical definition of the term. The term social media, 

especially in the Croatian language, is often understood as synonymous with the term so-

cial networks, so it has been exposed – to ensure additional precision and reliability – that 

social networks refer to only one of the currently known thirteen subtypes of social media.

Previous research is mainly focused on individual elements of the communication paradigm 

in higher education under the influence of social media, so the author summarized their 

results and achievements and adjusted them to define the elements of the communication 

paradigm according to Lasswell (1948) and Martinić (1985). Then, according to the main 

elements of the communication paradigm, weaknesses and omissions were exposed, as 

well as the possibilities, opportunities, and strengths of using social media for the needs of 

higher education. Additionally, a sudden and unexpected educational challenge prompted 

by the Covid-19 pandemic was elaborated.

5.2. Recommendations for future research

Further research should be conducted to define the key factors of changing the existing 

communication paradigm in higher education under the influence of social media. Likewise, 

further research could be conducted to establish and assign specific key performance indicators 

(KPIs) for each key factor (KCP) of the communication paradigm in social media-influenced 

higher education. Relevant key performance indicators would enable regular monitoring 
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and measurement of the performance of each key factor of the communication paradigm 

in higher education under the influence of social media and the success of its application. 

Measuring performance against relevant key performance indicators would also involve 

obtaining feedback in a continuous process of continuous improvement. It is, therefore, 

crucial to anticipate the opportunities and threats of the existing communication paradigm 

in higher education under the influence of social media, to consider how to solve them, and 

in the modern world, largely conditioned by the exponential development of technologies 

that affect our future, to open the possibility to be active participants in these changes, 

instead of just reacting to changes created for us by someone else.
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