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Big Ten University Social Media Policy 

Abstract 

The goal of this research was to identify the major themes prevalent across 

social media policies employed by Big Ten Universities.  This is important because 

these themes can be compared amongst policies.  Another goal was to create a list of 

best practices to ensure a good reputation results from a social media presence.  

These can be employed to determined if a new or existing social media policy will 

lead to a positive reputation, and if not, what changes should be made.  A thematic 

analysis was completed on the publicly available university-wide policies.  The 

results showed that there are related themes across the available policies and 

guidelines that should be followed.  These can be utilized by organizations looking 

to craft a social media policy.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Big Ten University Social Media Policy 

Social Media Policy 

Participating in social networking can be an effective tool for university 

groups.  These sites allow participants to engage with former, current and future 

students.  This involvement also comes at almost no cost.  While these tools are very 

popular, they can also be detrimental to the university as a whole if not used 

properly.  Inaccurate or improper comments made by those affiliated with the 

university can cause greater damage. 

 Universities can draw from public relations theory to use a campus-wide 

social media policy to create a unified message and guide positive interactions.  Kim 

and Kiousis (2012) found that “this implies that more positive messages should 

yield favorable public relations outcomes in terms of corporate reputation”.  These 

positive messages can be used to should public perception regarding the institution. 

The Big Ten Conference is a collection of universities with a long and storied 

past.  The conference, the oldest in the nation, was founded in 1895 with the initial 

goal of organizing developing principles for regulating intercollegiate athletics.  At 

this time, faculty members from the participating schools created a plan to identify 

which students should be allowed to participate in intercollegiate athletics (“Big Ten 

Conference,” 2013a).  What began with 7 schools has grown over the last 118 years 

to include 12 major universities, with Nebraska being added in 2011.  With a 

combined enrollment of over 470,000 students the Big Ten conference is a powerful 

in today’s college landscape (“Big Ten Conference,” 2013b). 

The goal of this research is to identify the major themes apparent in the 

social media policies employed at these universities and create guidelines to guide 
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public perception. Are the identifiable themes consistent between universities or 

are they vastly different with different guidelines and regulations.  Could other 

organizations use these policies as templates to implement or update their own 

policies? 

To detail the necessary background, the following sections provide 

information on how some universities have suffered from social media incidents, 

how universities attempt to use social media to connect and how other public 

institutions have dealt with social media policy issues ranging from sporting events 

to students grievances. 

 

Literature Review 

Social Media Incidents 

 The daily operations of a university involve many different people 

responsible for different tasks.  Social media has allowed employees a direct conduit 

to an eagerly awaiting public.  With this unfettered access have come some 

unintended consequences.  These employees have been guilty of running afoul of 

the university due to social media posts.  On October 19, 2013 a University of 

Mississippi employee sent a tweet supporting Louisiana State University while 

working the football game.  This tweet violated the established social media policy 

and resulted in a reminder memo being sent to all departmental staff members 

(Brown, 2013).  Universities have gone to great lengths to monitor the social media 

activities of the students, faculty and staff.   
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Athletic departments, often a major source of income for the university, are 

responsible for the social media activities of their student athletes.  In order to fulfill 

this role companies such as UDiligence and Varsity Monitor have been created to fill 

this business niche (Perrino, 2013).  With all of this monitoring by the university 

comes the inevitable fear of “Big Brother”.  Unfortunately, some university officials 

have allowed themselves to abuse this monitoring power.   

“In 2007, Valdosta State University student Hayden Barnes was expelled 

without due process for protesting University President Ronald Zaccari's 

plan to spend $30m of student fee money on building campus parking 

garages. Zaccari went to extreme lengths to mute Barnes' criticism: he 

monitored Barnes' Facebook page, ordered university staff to look into his 

health, and ultimately had an expulsion note slipped under his dorm room 

door that identified him as a "clear and present danger" to campus”  

(Perrino, 2013).   

Comparably, in 2011 a college in North Carolina punished a student for posting to 

the college’s Facebook page.  The vice president of student affairs stated that the 

posts "jeopardized the integrity of the college". The contents of the post were for 

students to "come correct, be prepared, and have supporting documents" at a public 

meeting where campus leaders were scheduled to discuss the school's response to a 

recent tornado that cut off power to many students” (Perrino, 2013). 

 In the first example, was the staff member even aware of the social media 

policy?  Was the policy written in such a manner that it was beyond staff 

comprehension and therefore not relatable?  The following examples show how 
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social media can be used to reach the highest levels of university administration, 

and their response.  For a university lacking a social media policy, these responses 

are punitive and vindictive.  If a policy did exist, did it include elements relating to 

these infractions? 

 

Current Uses of Social Media 

 Social media is increasingly popular in today’s culture.  According to the Pew 

Research Center, as of August 2013, 72% of all Internet users utilize social media.  

Social media is also popular across multiple generations.  In the 18-29 year age 

bracket 89% use social media and in the 30-49 age bracket 78% of users report 

social media involvement.  Platform is also important, 18% report using Twitter 

while 67% use Facebook (Brenner, 2013).  Universities are harnessing this massive 

involvement by going where the crowds are.  These demographics make up 

potential students, current students and potential alumni donors.  University groups 

are sharing photos and event information to showcase to incoming students what’s 

going on.  Parents also benefit from seeing what is occurring out side of the strictly 

academic areas (Ridley, 2013).   

Not all universities excel in the adoption of new technologies.  Some groups 

have proven better at incorporating social media into their larger marketing plan.  

In 2012, Samantha Murphy Kelly writing for the site Mashable (Kelly, 2012) 

identified the following as the top 10 universities based on traffic, followers, views 

and engagement, and trust. 

- Harvard 
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- University of Pennsylvania 

- Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 

- University of Michigan 

- Stanford University 

- University of California, Berkeley 

- University of Oxford 

- University of Sheffield 

- University of Wisconsin, Madison 

- University of Texas at Austin 

These groups have used social media to actively engage with their fans and enhance 

their university’s brand.  These interactions can lead more interested students, 

more informed parents and more alumni willing to donate. 

Universities are using sporting events to connect with the public.  Weekend 

games result in a large influx of fans focusing their attention, or physical presence, 

on campus.  According to TigerLogic’s Senior Vice President for Social and Mobile 

Tom O’Keefe,  “College sports teams are national brands, and they want to engage 

students, alumni, and fans with highly social experiences. Partnering with college 

athletic departments creates the winning fan engagement formula this market is 

looking for, and we are excited to extend our technology into their platform” (Cohen, 

2013).  Arizona State’s Social Media Coordinator Grace Hoy reinforced the 

importance of these sporting events, “The game-day experience is truly unique, and 

Sun Devil Athletics aims to provide our fans with an interactive experience at Sun 

Devil Stadium. We are able to highlight fan content from social networks like 
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Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook on the video board during ASU athletic events and 

increase overall fan engagement” (Cohen, 2013).   

 

Public Institutions and Social Media Policy 

Regardless of the size, the creation and application of policies is nothing new 

to public institutions.  Some public institutions have chosen to adopt social media 

use in order to navigate some of the issues surrounding controversial incidents.  

Medical schools are good examples of the university setting that has the added issue 

of patient privacy.  In 2010 a study was conducted regarding social media policies at 

selected media schools.  One comment from the study concluded, “One’s 

professional image and personal risk becoming blurred together.  Online posting of 

unprofessional content by medical students has been reported and in some cases 

resulted in expulsion.”  From this study of 132 medical schools it was found that 

95.45% had a Facebook page, 10.6% had a Twitter account and 10.2% had 

guidelines or policies mentioning social media (Kind, Genrich, Sodhi, & Chretien, 

2010).  A major takeaway from this study was that all stakeholders, including 

patients, should be involved in social media policy development.   

Libraries have also taken to establishing social media policies.  These groups 

have identified that, “In a time when the distinction between personal and 

professional is fading, a social media policy may be a useful way to set ground rules 

for employees.”  New social media policies should also address the current 

platforms as well as the emerging outlets (Kroski, 2009).   
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The federal government has also felt the need to establish social media 

policies.  The federal government is responsible to many different activities with 

devastating outcomes if the information were leaked using social media.  “Policies 

exist for various reasons, but in the federal information and technology space, they 

exist primarily to provide safety, trust, security, ownership rights, social inclusion, 

participation and record keeping” (Bertot, Jaeger, Munson, & Glaisyer, 2010).  The 

United States government created, www.howto.gov/social-media, to answer 

common questions regarding the use of social media for work related tasks. 

The Center for Technology in Government, whose mission is to foster 

innovation in the public sector, conducted a study of 26 publicly available social 

media documents.  One of the outcomes of the study found that, “developing a social 

media policy can be an important first step for those government agencies 

considering using social media and can ultimately serve as a key enabler for 

responsibly and effectively leveraging social media tools”.  The study also identified 

eight elements that need to be included when constructing a social media policy.  

The elements are: 

- Employee Access – official business case justification for access 

- Social Media Account Management – management should have a handle 

on what social media accounts are being established, maintained and 

closed by employees for agency use 

- Acceptable Use – address the blurring boundary between personal and 

professional use 
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- Employee Conduct – usually covered under existing policies.  Should 

behavior and offenses 

- Content – Identifies who is allowed to post and ensure the accuracy of 

content.  Standard disclaimers may be suggested for personal viewpoints. 

- Security – Identify best practices to ensure security of data and technical 

infrastructure 

- Legal Issues – Ensure that employees are abiding by existing laws and 

regulations.  Specific areas may be privacy, freedom of speech, freedom of 

information, public records management, public disclosure, accessibility 

- Citizen Conduct – Must decide whether to allow two communication and 

how to handle the engagement 

(Hrdinová, Helbig, & Peters, 2010). 

These previous elements provide a framework for what should be included in a 

university social media policy.   

While these sources have looked at specific institutions and governmental 

policies they have not looked at any major collegiate conferences.  Do the 12 schools 

of the Big Ten Conference have University-wide social media policies in place?  If so, 

what themes are presented in these policies?  Do these themes incorporate the eight 

elements identified by the Center for Technology in Government study? 
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Methods 

I retrieved the published social media policies from the 12 universities of the 

Big Ten Conference.  An initial Google search was completed with the terms 

“university social media policy.”  If this did not yield any results, then the same 

search was attempted from the university’s home page.  The searches resulted in the 

following social media policies. 

Illinois 

http://publicaffairs.illinois.edu/resources/socialmediabestpractices.html 

Indiana 

http://www.iu.edu/~pagr/docs/social-media-guidelines.pdf 

Iowa 

http://www.uiowa.edu/hr/administration/social_media.html 

Michigan 

http://www.voices.umich.edu/docs/Social-Media-Guidelines.pdf 

Michigan State 

http://cabs.msu.edu/documents/msu-guidelines-for-social-media.pdf 

Minnesota 

https://www.ur.umn.edu/brand/requirements-and-guidelines/social-

networking/index.php 

Nebraska 

http://communicators.unl.edu/social-media-guidelines 

Northwestern 

None posted for entire university.  Does have a detailed policy for Athletics 
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Ohio State 

https://ocio.osu.edu/itsecurity/buckeyesecure/social-networking/ 

Penn State 

http://www.socialmedia.psu.edu/img/social_media_guidelines.pdf  

Purdue  

http://www.purdue.edu/policies/information-technology/viic2.html 

Wisconsin 

http://universityrelations.wisc.edu/policies-and-guidelines/social-media/ 

These universities represent all of the schools in the Big Ten Conference.  

Due to the nature of this study, a sampling strategy was not required because all of 

the schools were analyzed.  In total, 11 policies were analyzed.  The policies were 

converted to PDF, if not already in that format, and stored online in Google Docs.  

Thematic Analysis was used to achieve the results of this research.  Thematic 

Analysis is a flexible qualitative method.  It is widely used across different data sets, 

paradigms and fields of study.  According to Braun & Clark (2006), “Thematic 

analysis is a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns within data”.  

Inherent in the method, thematic analysis is about identifying themes in the data.  A 

theme can be defined as “something important about the data in relation to the 

research question that represents a patterned response” (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Thematic Analysis is a process that can be broken down.  Braun & Clark (2006) have 

broken the process down into the following six phases.  Phase 1 is to become 

familiar with the data.  This means transforming it into a usable format 

(transcription), reading and noting ideas.  Phase 2 is the generation of the initial 
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codes.  These codes contain an initial listing of interesting ideas found in the data.  

Phase 3 can begin when all of the data have been coded and an extensive listing of 

codes has been identified.  This phase brings the analysis back to the broader theme 

definition.  Phase 4 is the refinement of “candidate” themes.  The themes are refined 

to identify the main categories and the others that are supporting ideas.  Upon 

refinement, the themes are arranged into a “thematic map” to show the 

relationships and how they fit together.  Phase 5 can begin after the thematic map is 

created.  This phase involves the detailed analysis of each theme.  They should each 

be able to contribute their own story as well as relate to the overall story.  Phase 6, 

the final phase, tells the complicated story of the data.  The story should convince 

the reader that the analysis has merit and that the results are valid. 

 

Results 

Of the 12 universities analyzed, 11 listed university-wide social media policies.  

Northwestern University did not have a policy covering the entire university.  They 

did list a detailed guide for student-athletes, but this did not fit the criteria of this 

project.  The policies analyzed were top-level policies designed to govern the 

behavior of all students, staff and faculty.  The policies were general in scope as they 

were for a broad, diverse audience.  Ohio State’s policy consisted of five bullet points 

listed on one web page.  In contrast, The University of Michigan’s policy was seven 

pages of detailed expectations and applications.  The universities took a very 

different tone when constructing their policy.  For example, Purdue University 

relied on a highly structured format with bullet points and “no-nonsense” language.  
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At the other extreme, Penn State took a much lighter tone.  While encouraging 

privacy they stated, “Being transparent doesn’t mean giving out the Colonel’s 11 

herbs and spices used in KFC chicken”. 

 Using the Center for Technology in Government study (Hrdinová et al., 2010), 

the themes from the social media policies should be covered by the eight different 

elements.  The results are organized according to these elements.   The following 

themes were present in all of the social media policies analyzed. 

- Employee Access 

o Strategy 

- Social Media Account Management  

o Account Management 

- Acceptable Use 

o Brand Management 

 Avoid Personal Endorsements 

- Employee Conduct 

o Transparency 

- Content  

o Public Nature of Content 

 Content Management 

o Disclaimer 

- Security  

o Security 

- Legal Issues  
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o Privacy 

 Laws and Regulations 

- Citizen Conduct  

o Monitor Comments 

 

The Thematic map shown below shows how the themes are related.

 

The first element is Employee Access.  Groups that are utilizing social media should 

have a legitimate reason for doing so.  Account creation should not be a snap 

decision.  The first theme, Strategy, identifies how universities would like their 

groups to think about social media.  Groups need to have a cohesive plan as to how 

they will communicate with the target audience.  These websites are designed to be 
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easy to create an account to hopefully increase adoption rates.  In the introduction 

of one of the policies it was simply stated. 

 “Social Media should be part of an overall integrated communications plan.” 

Universities do not want their staff members blindly rushing into the newest social 

media craze without putting some thought into how it will be incorporated into 

existing efforts. 

The second element of the study is Social Media Account Management.  Management 

groups should have established procedures in place for creation, monitoring and 

retirement of all social media accounts.  This leads into the theme of Account 

management.  Universities need to know what accounts exist and whether they are 

being maintained. 

“The unit must have the approval of its unit head.” 

“University-Sponsored Social Media Outlet has violated this policy or appears 

to no longer be maintained, notify the unit sponsoring the site of the problem 

and work with the unit to resolve the issue or terminate the site.” 

The third element is Acceptable Use.  As social media becomes more pervasive 

across our daily lives, so does the opportunity for overlaps between the personal 

world and work world.  The major theme, Brand Management, addresses the 

university’s need to protect their name and images.  These icons are very important 

to the university.  A lot of time and money have been invested in the brand and it 

needs to be protected.  From Indiana University’s social media policy, 
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  “When using social media to perform an official Indiana University 

function, you should adhere to official university graphics and style 

guidelines”. 

 Participants should not be able to recklessly use or alter imagery associated with 

the university. 

A sub-theme of Brand Management is Avoiding Personal Endorsements.  One of the 

major concerns of social media is that it blurs the line between personal and 

professional behavior.  Universities need to ensure that their brand is not being 

used to endorse controversial topics.  In their policy, Penn state University clear 

declares, 

“If you choose to post about Penn State on your personal time, please identify 

yourself as a Penn State faculty or staff member when appropriate.” 

“Do not use Penn State's name or images to promote or endorse products, 

causes or political parties or candidates.” 

Element four of the study is Employee Conduct.  When some people participate on 

social networks they feel that there are no rules or standards for proper behavior.  

When representing the university, participants need to know that they are held to 

the same standards as if the conversation were taking place offline.  This leads to the 

theme presented in the data of Transparency.  As university groups choose to use 

social media, it is important that they are not deceitful.  The following is from 

Michigan State’s policy. 

“Declare yourself as a member of the MSU community with pride. Don’t 

masquerade.” 
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When using social media, it is difficult to ensure that the author is who they say they 

are.  University groups need to make sure that they are truthfully engaging with 

their audience and not being misleading. 

The fifth element found by the study is Content.  Social media is nothing without 

content posted by active users.  A successful adoption of social media will involve a 

plan to recognize the need to new content and the visibility of it.  The first theme on 

this topic is the use of a Disclaimer.  When posting either on a professional or 

personal account, university employees run the risk of being mistaken as an official 

spokesperson.  Universities hire departments filled with educated professionals to 

craft the messages that they are disseminating.  They do not want this message 

undermined by people inside the organization accidentally, or otherwise.   An 

example of a succinct but effective disclaimer follows.       

“Comments posted here do not represent the opinions of the University.”  

The next theme is the Public Nature of the Content.  Inherent in social media is the 

idea of “social”.  Comments are public for all to see as soon as they are posted.  Even 

if a post is deleted, there is the likelihood that it was archived either automatically 

or manually.  Universities trust their faculty, staff and students t to make 

appropriate statements online.  

“Ask yourself, would I want to see this published in the newspaper or posted 

on a billboard tomorrow or ten years from now?” 

A sub-theme of the Public Nature of Content is Content Management.  Social media 

campaigns are successful because they engage other people.  If the content is not 

interesting and kept up to date, it will not engage the audience. 
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 “Keep your account fresh with regular posts.” 

A social media account that falls behind and doesn’t contain current posts can harm 

the university’s image.  

The sixth element, a very important topic in today’s online world, is Security.  

Universities have become popular targets for those attempting malicious acts on the 

Internet.  Either due to their concentration of people on campus or due to the nature 

of the work, universities are facing the need to protect their borders from various 

attacks.  This is evidenced by the theme of Security.  Universities spend millions of 

dollars each year to protect their digital resources.  Improper use of social media 

can expose the university as well as the individual.  By exposing too much on social 

media, individuals can be at greater risk of identify theft.  

 “Determine how much information you want others to know about you.” 

Every social media site has different security settings.  Users should be familiar with 

these settings in order to protect their account.   

Element seven from the study is the reality of legal issues surrounding the use of 

social media sites.  University groups should take care to not expose students, staff 

or faculty to increased liability through their social media posts.  At the extreme, 

federal laws such as FERPA and HIPAA protect this information and this leads to the 

theme of Laws and Regulations.  The following from the University of Wisconsin’s 

social media policy details the importance of adhering to these rules. 

“Please note, all state and federal laws, and university and UW System 

policies apply when using social media tools.” 
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In today’s digital world the theme of Privacy, while sometimes fleeting, is extremely 

important.  University groups have access to large amounts of that may identify 

individuals.  People may choose to “over share” personal details when posting to the 

own social media account.  In a work setting, these incidents may lead to a violation 

of the above stated laws. 

“Beware of the damages to individuals or the University that can result 

through inappropriate disclosure of personal or confidential information.” 

The eighth and final element of the study is Citizen Conduct.  Social media can be a 

useful tool because it reduces the communication barriers between the sender and 

receiver.  In this case, the sender is the university and the comments generated can 

come from various respondents.  This leads to the final theme of Monitoring 

Comments.  Comments are important whether a group chooses to interact with 

them or not.  If they do interact, they allow for further engagement and connection. 

“Establish criteria for replying to comments, including timeliness and 

appropriateness.” 

Alumni and fans can use these comments to connect directly to their university.  If 

the group chooses not to comment, they still need to moderate for accuracy and 

acceptable content so that they social media profile does not devolve into a 

worthless playground filled with hateful speech. 

 
Discussion 

In reviewing the social media policies for these Big Ten Universities, along with 

the themes, several concepts appeared.  An interesting comparison was the 

similarity between the content of these documents.  While all of the policy 
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documents were different, as evidenced by the themes, they conveyed the same 

information to the end user.  An extreme example of this was the social media policy 

for the University of Wisconsin.  Their policy is very closely related, and referenced 

with permission, to the policy created by the University of Michigan.  Together with 

the Center for Technology in Government study (Hrdinová et al., 2010), guidelines 

can be created for a social media policy.  

According to Kim (2012), “reputation is defined as a perceptual representation 

of a company’s past actions and future prospects that describes the firm’s overall 

appeal to all of its key constituents when compared with other leading rivals”.  Since 

a good reputation is paramount the following best practices can be employed in 

university social media policies. 

1. In regards to employee access, having a strategy is important.  This unified 

plan will identify how to communicate with the target audience and establish 

clear expectations.  This will help with a good public image because all 

senders will be informed of the intent and prevent possible contradictions. 

2. In regards to social media account management, various accounts should 

be tracked and maintained.  Established procedures should be in place for 

the creation, monitoring and retirement of all social media accounts.  This 

will contribute to a positive image because there will be less possibility for 

unknown accounts and quick sanctions if they are identified.   

3. In regards to acceptable use, the university brand should be managed to 

prevent unintentional endorsement.  This will lead to a good public image, as 

participants will not be using established icons for personal gain. 
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4. In regards to employee conduct, participants are expected to adhere to 

established rules and standards for personal behavior.  This will contribute 

to a good image because individuals that post content will know the 

guidelines for proper behavior. 

5. In regards to content, the use of social media will include a plan to keep 

content up to date and accurate.  It will also include a disclaimer to 

differentiate between personal opinions.  This will lead to a good image as 

the content will not get stale and personal viewpoints will be noted as such. 

6. In regards to security, users need to be responsible for the accessibility and 

settings of their account.  This will lead to a positive image, as it will help 

reduce the chances of a social media account being hacked and inappropriate 

access being gained. 

7. In regards to the reality of legal issues, users need to recognize that the rule 

of law, such as HIPAA and FERPA, still apply in the online world.  This will 

contribute to a positive image, as users will be aware as they post content to 

social media sites. 

8. In regards to citizen conduct, a plan should be created to address the 

possibility of two-way communication.  Comments can be a useful forum for 

interaction but not without risk.  They need to be monitored to ensure they 

conform to the standards of the university. 

Universities or institutions in need of a coherent social media policy should use 

these best practices to craft a successful social media policy.  This is true for groups 

that are just entering the social media arena as well as those with an established 
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presence.  A well-crafted policy can help to resolve issues that may occur as well as 

to frame expectations for proper use and communication. 

One aspect that is limited in this research is the scope.  Social media policies 

governing the entire university in the Big Ten were included.  The results may be 

much different if more universities and more departments were included.  A larger 

study would analyze the social media polices of all Division I universities.  An even 

more involved study would cover this larger number of universities and include 

social media policies from across different campus groups i.e. athletics, Greek 

organizations, student groups, etc. An additional limitation is that this study did not 

attempt to identify if these policies were being followed, or even recognized, by the 

university audience.  Surveys or focus groups could be employed to gain further 

insight into the application of these policies and their related themes. 

 

Conclusion 

The goal of this research was to identify if there are any similarities across 

social media policies employed by Big Ten Universities.  The results showed that 

there are related themes across the available policies.  Another goal was to create a 

list of best practices to ensure a good reputation results from a social media 

presence.  These themes and guidelines can be utilized by organizations to craft a 

social media policy to regulate the widespread usage of this new and ever-changing 

technology.   

Further research can be conducted by broadening the scope and utilizing 

automated methods of data analysis.  The sample could be increased to include all 
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351 colleges and universities that make up the Division I of the National Collegiate 

Athletic Association.   
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