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Abstract: The purpose of this paper is to examine the effectiveness of the online advertising techniques through the 
social network Facebook, as a broadcasting and promotion tool to disseminate information of universities. By means 
of a case study, we present the findings on a research center belonging to the public sector. Results show that these 
techniques are able to get a large number of impressions and clicks, which impacts (in terms of awareness and 
recognition) go beyond the initial targeted group. Although the results are based on a single public teaching center and 
therefore they cannot be used to make generalizations, the conclusions of the study show the cost-effective effect 
relationship of these innovative techniques when promoting universities among the online community. Consequently, 
these methods represent and important supporting point on the universities’ marketing strategies when addressing the 
challenges of this new, digital society.  
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Introduction 

Our society is experiencing an unstoppable development of the information and 
communication technologies (ICTs). With the rapid digitalization of media, advertising 
landscape has changed dramatically. Spain accounted for 28.9 million Internet users in 
2013 (ONTSI, 2013), 84% of which consulted the social media very often (ONTSI, 
2011). Furthermore, almost 56% of the Spanish internet users buy on the Internet, 
which means 15.2 million shoppers spending €816 on average per year (ONTSI, 2013). 
Consequently, companies invested 874.4 million Euros in digital advertising in Spain 
in 2013 (IAB Spain, 2014). Online and social advertising accounted for the 21% of the 
total share, consolidated its second position only behind a traditional media such as 
television. 

Even if online advertising is becoming more important day by day, it has not replaced 
the traditional advertising yet, as both techniques are conceived as complementary to 
each other (Barreto, 2012). This is the reason why several authors point out the need to 
study the use of the Internet as an advertising tool more in deep (Ailawadi et.al, 2009). 
The Web 2.0 is understood as a new generation of internet services based on the creation 
of communities, the network concept and the use of the new ICTs for information 
dissemination (Musser and O’Reilly, 2006). It includes a set of social media so that 
users can co-create, organize, edit, share, comment and evaluate content by forming 
social networks that interact with each other. 

This research will focus on horizontal social networks, which are those formed by users 
with no particular interest or objective on a particular topic (ONTSI, 2011). Individuals 
participating in these types of networks are looking for entertainment and 
communication, so they become a powerful tool to gain and build customer loyalty 
from a business perspective (Cordero-Gutiérrez and Santos-Requejo, 2014). 

Businesses can no longer afford to ignore the benefits of using social media. In the past, 
customers consulted with a limited number of family members of friends before making 
a purchase. The frequent use of social media increases that number to thou- sands of 
opinions from all over the world on a single click. This means that 2.0 services rely on 
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a disintermediation process (Criado-Grande, 2012) that makes customers and 
businesses engage in a closer relationship. When customers are involved in the 
purchasing process, they feel valued and they generate a positive feedback that spreads 
instantly at no cost. Cost reduction and greater participation and customer involvement 
makes from online advertising no longer a luxury; but an affordable necessity. Recent 
studies found that social media marketing techniques can generate more business 
exposure, increased traffic and improved search engine rankings (Stelzner, 2011). Even 
if the media landscape has dramatically changed, and investments in digital advertising 
increase every year, is not yet well understood how firms can use this forms of publicity 
and their impacts on organizational goals (Stephen and Galak, 2010). Today’s 
consumers expect companies to have an online presence in social media and it is not 
just another channel for disseminating corporate information. It represents a 
tremendous opportunity to engage and create social bonds with customers and 
followers, with helps to improve corporate reputation (Nair, 2011). 

To help filling this literature gap, this study presents an empirical case study to test the 
effectiveness of the online advertising techniques in horizontal social networks.  

Theoretical framework 

According to Barreto (2012), social network sites have three main functions: personal, 
social and infomercial. First, social network are build based on public profiles build by 
users that enter the network to express themselves, make comments, and share contents 
that become public. Secondly, social networks have an undeniable social aspect as they 
act as spaces where users can find other people with similar interests and share opinions, 
and all kinds of content (text, images, audio, and video). This imply that shared content 
has a wider diffusion thanks to the social network sites. Finally, social network sites are 
an excellent platform to broadcast information in which companies interact as the 
Internet allows for a direct and dynamic contact between firms and users or customers. 
Firms use social networks in order to promote their services, increase brand awareness, 
and understand shoppers better or get them involved in the co-creation of content. This 
implies a double informational and commercial interest (infomercial) by companies 
when using social networks. 

Regarding the use of social networks in teaching environments, it is clear that 
universities need a consolidated social presence as their “customers”: students, 
teachers, researchers, administrative staff… are in direct and daily contact with these 
platforms. By creating these profiles in horizontal social networks like Facebook, 
teaching centers can integrate the diverse community members together in an informal 
and participative environment that favors a better service quality. Besides detecting and 
solving problems, this channel acts as an excellent promotion means for prospective 
students, as 97.7% of the young Spaniards who are about to start university studies are 
present at one or more social networks (eTítulo, 2013). Accordingly, Facebook it the 
horizontal social network present at most Spanish universities with 8,413 followers on 
average (eTítulo, 2013) of which 58% are students. The University of Salamanca is 
situated in the sixth place of the national ranking (Avanzaentucarrera.com, 2013) with 
45,482 followers on their official Facebook profile. Most of these social pages interact 
with users by answering questions and comments from students, which favors 
interaction and increases the diffusion of contents. Most universities post several times 
a day, so their profiles are also up to date (eTítulo, 2013). 
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Companies and organizations are aware of the power of advertising in the online world, 
as it is capable of adapt the content according to the rapid technological changes and, 
besides it implies a direct contact with the prospective customers. Companies have now 
a unique opportunity to connect with their customers by offering unique, adapted and 
personalized promotions using the social network sites (Ailawadi et al., 2009). This 
also means that online advertising has suffered from severe criticisms, as some users 
consider it to be deceitful, mean, abusive and annoying (Forrester Research, 2006). 
Bearing in mind the fact that these social networks may not be the ideal place to show 
annoying and intrusive advertisements, the platforms have redesigned their strategies 
so they can generate customer trust by using the power of social networks and the 
effects they have in the contact list of the users. If publicists progressively incorporate 
social elements to advertisement, it is easier for users to accept, cooperate and transmit 
the message. Moreover, peer and social pressure can turn users’ attitudes, values or 
behaviors in regard of a company, brand or service so they conform to the group norms. 
This will ultimately increase potential customers (Barreto, 2012). 

Following this theory, users become fans of a Facebook page, so they get the latest 
updates of the organization on their walls, and they can keep up with the latest 
promotions, latest arrivals, contests or relevant information. When users see this type 
of content they can indicate they like it using the “like button” and they can also share 
it. This makes information spread so it can reach other users that belonging to the fans’ 
network. In this manner, a single user transmits broadcasts and expands the information 
generated in origin by a company. This is one of the reason several authors describe the 
remarkable characteristics (in terms of efficiency with a relative low cost) of the social 
networks as a way to distribute online advertising (Neff, 2009). 

Authors such Harris and Rae (2009), point out that this social benefits can also extend 
to SMEs as brand awareness increases exponentially at a minimum cost. Furthermore, 
as Facebook allows for a complete personalization and segmentation of the targeted 
population in the campaign, unnecessary costs can be avoided (Anon, 2011). The 
positive impacts of an advertising campaign are also capable of improving the natural 
positioning (SEO) of a webpage (Lahuerta-Otero, Muñoz-Gallego and Pratt, 2014). 
Therefore, when businesses create public social profiles and interact successfully with 
their fans, the search engines improve the position of those websites the publications 
are mentioning. In this way, when a user is looking on the Internet for information 
related with these companies, their results will rank organically (without conducting a 
SEM paid advertising campaign) on the first positions of the search engine. 

Companies using social media proclaim they are receiving measurable business 
benefits including increased sales and market size, improved customer satisfaction and 
relationships, improved employee relationships, better and faster technical support, 
reduced marketing expenses and improved search engine rankings (e.g., Angel and 
Sexsmith 2011; Askook and Nakata, 2011; Stelzner 2011). 

Methods 

This research will use the case study method to analyze the results obtained by a 
research group of the University of Salamanca (Spain) using Facebook ads campaigns. 
We will focus on the teaching part, as the case study method has been used before in 
similar environments (Roa, 2013; Chan 2011 and 2012). This group is dedicated to 
teaching in the new technologies area. They regularly conduct online and offline 
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courses, seminars and conferences and they also have official masters and degrees. 
Their presence on social networks started back in 2012 when they created public 
profiles in horizontal social networks such as Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn and Google 
+. 

We chose to conduct an advertising campaign through Facebook as it is a simple, 
effective and economic way to promote teaching with a potential reach of 1.35 billion 
users worldwide. Facebook is the main global social network accounting for the 23.39% 
of the worldwide traffic, and it is the main social network in Spain (Shareaholic, 2014). 
With 13.5 billion users and 864 million daily active users, this networks gets 1.8 mil- 
lion likes per minute and shares 41,000 publications every second (Qmee, 2013). Users 
mainly join this social network to look for friends, to get social support, to entertain 
themselves, to look for information and also due to its convenience. Consequently, we 
may say that users spend time on Facebook in search for social capital (Pikas and 
Sorrentino, 2014). 

Results and Discussion  

As observed in table 2, the case study presents extremely positive results. This center 
increases their fans number and publication’s reach significantly. The description of the 
most important metrics and KPIs (key performance indicators) of the campaigns are 
described below: 

• Reach: The number of people the ad was served to. The number of people reached is 
really high as with only 670 fans we got 417,000 people reached This means there is a 
chance to increase the contacts with other Facebook members in 4 persons for every 
fan in case 1, and of 662 persons for each fan.  

• Impressions. The number of times the ad was served. We need to bear in mind that a 
high impression rate is necessary, as firms are never alone when advertising at a users’ 
wall. This is the reason why in order to get a higher reach levels we see a 3-5 times 
frequency (on average) per every individual that sees the ad. 

• Cost per 1,000 impressions (CMP). The average cost the firm pays to have 1,000 
impressions on its ad. This cost will depend on the number of ads with similar 
segmentation criteria competing to appear on a users’ wall. In this case, we can see that 
when competing with similar ads, the cost of publication (although economic) is bigger 
than in other similar Facebook campaigns. This may be because these ads have more 
general content and also stronger competence in this social network. The degree of 
engagement of the fans with the firm is also an important factor. 
• Clicks. The number of total clicks the ad gets. We can observe that in both cases the 
number of clicks is remarkable, reaching 8,376 clicks. These results can be obtained 
thanks to a good strategic planning and content of the ad, as well as its attractiveness 
for the targeted users. 

• Unique total clicks. The total number of unique people who have clicked on the ad. 
This is a very important metric as it allows us to know if our advertisements get several 
clicks from the same user. This means our ad is catching users’ attention so they repeat 
the action to get informed on the proposed offer (26.83%). This fact increases the 
chances that an individual will enroll on some of the teaching courses or seminars 
advertised. We can also observed that there is a significant different between clicks and 
unique clicks in both case studies, but the results are consistent as the landing website 
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contains all information related to masters, PhD or courses offered by this research 
center. 

• Click-Through Rate (CTR). The number of clicks the ad gets, divided by the number 
of impressions. This metric indicates the effectiveness of the publicity. In this case we 
can see that ads get an important number of clicks related with impressions (CTR = 
0.47). This means that the ads on this case study is related with high-demand teaching 
areas, so the potential students are willing to show an interest on the ads. 

• Cost per click (CPC). The average cost per click for these ads, calculated as the 
amount spent divided by the number of clicks received. As shown in table 1, the cost 
for clicks when the objective is to get website clicks is lower (3 times less on average). 
This result is logical as when users click on the like button, they show a big commitment 
with the page. They will get the latest news and updates about the research centers and 
some individuals do not want this kind of information to appear on their Facebook wall. 
Nevertheless, the relative cost of Facebook ads campaigns is lower compared to other 
type of similar platforms where the CPC can be 15 or more times higher (e.g. Google 
Adwords). 

• Actions: the number of actions taken on the page, page app or event after the ad was 
served to someone, even if they did not click on it. Actions include page likes, 
comments, shares, app installs, conversions, event responses and more. Results show 
that the center got the most actions when getting website clicks. Raisons may be the 
won content of the ad, and also the great amount of information an individual gets by 
visiting the landing page. However, the ads created to increase the number of “likes” 
got worse results, as explained above. 

• Money spent: total money spent on a particular campaign. The cost of the different ad 
sets was below the established budget for both case studies, as campaigns were 
redefined to adjust budget depending on the ads’ needs (more money was spend on the 
website clicks campaign than on the “likes” one). 

 
Table 1.  KPI of the different Facebook campaigns on the case study.  

 Results 

Initial campaign date 08/09/2014 31/07/2014 
End campaign date 01/11/2014 30/10/2014 

Objective Website clicks Page likes 
Reach 416.979 8.429 

Frequency 4,263423 3,210108 
Impressions 1.777.758 27.058 

CPM (Euros) 0,30224 0,845591 
Clicks 8.376 126 

Total unique clicks 6.604 122 
Click-through rate (CTR) 0,471155 0,465666 

CPC (Euros) 0,064149 0,181587 
Actions 6.789 52 

Total spent (Euros) 537,31 22,88 

1st International Conference on Higher Education Advances, HEAd´15

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0). 162



Conclusions 

In the light of the results obtained by the two case studies, this research shows the 
efficacy of advertising in horizontal social networks to promote teaching-related 
content. The success of both campaigns was bigger than expected, thanks to the 
improvement of the attention and awareness from Facebook users to the organizations. 
However, we need to point out that impressions or clicks do not necessary mean 
attitudes or future students’ behaviors, as we did not measure conversions in this 
research. 

As our results show, a well-structured and oriented campaign may have a significant 
reach. This makes these social platforms a valuable tool to sell and promote universities. 
However, we need to highlight that in order to reach its potential, advertising campaigns 
need to act on Facebook pages with a sufficient number of users. This also means that 
Facebook pages content must be updated, relevant and carefully designed so 
universities and faculties can create an own social brand among users (Chan, 2011). 

It should be noted that faculties or research centers dependent on public universities do 
not have a large advertising budget. Our study reveals that the use of paid advertising 
in horizontal social networks can become an effective communication solution without 
wasting resources away. The effort in terms of time, resources and money is relatively 
small compared to the good results obtained. This is the reason why we can affirm that 
horizontal social networks are a good communication platform for organizations 
involved in teaching, which can increase the ratio of enrolled students in the different 
activities promoted such as courses, research seminars, degrees or conferences. 

Thanks to the big development of the advertising tools in the social networks (especially 
in Facebook and Twitter), there is greater flexibility to launch diverse campaigns 
adapted to a segmented targeted population. These characteristics allow for further 
promotion and diffusion possibilities among potential users, which would be difficult 
to reach using traditional media. 

In this line, the new 2.0 advertising techniques, more precisely the use of the Facebook 
Ads tool, allows for the creation of fully personalized and segmented publications, 
adapted to the target university’s need in every one of the ad sets. Accordingly, social 
network sites become a powerful and original information and promotion tool that 
channels and understands the needs of their users’ community (which differ depending 
on the role of the user: follower, student, teacher, prospective  student, administrative 
staff…) and meets them in a personalized and specific manner. 

These advertising techniques are cost-efficient and innovative, and so they become an 
excellent attraction tool for prospective students. Consequently, we strongly 
recommend that both public and private universities, aware of this new technological 
change, adapt their communication strategies so they include active social profiles in 
the most relevant horizontal social network sites: Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Google 
+ or even Instagram. 

Limitations and further research lines 

The present research suffers from several limitations that we intend to improve with 
future studies. First, even if the quantitative results seem to indicate the campaign’s 
success, we cannot prove the real impact of the advertising on users. Future research 
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should collect the opinion of the recipients of advertising in order to prove their real 
effectiveness. Moreover, we cannot deny that many social network users are reluctant 
to advertising, so the ignore the ads they are exposed to. Consequently, this variable 
should be taken into account in future studies to measure the advertising effectiveness 
more precisely. Furthermore, this case study belongs to a teaching center with already 
consolidated social profiles located in the same city of a single country, so future studies 
should enlarge the sample to study the effects of these campaigns in different contexts. 
It would also be relevant to collect data on other, alternative campaigns available on 
Facebook, as well as the effect that, within the same campaign, different ads have on 
the targeted public in order to determine the most effective attraction factors (content, 
image, design, ad placement…). Due to the fact that the number of social network users 
grows every day, it is logical to think that future research will aim to determine the most 
effective variables to include in this new, innovative online advertising techniques. 
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