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Abstract

Social media are considered useful tools for academic purposes. Our exploratory study

offers insight into the use of Twitter by social work faculty in the USA. Employing an

online survey, this study investigates Twitter usage among a sample of social work

faculty (n ¼ 274) from the top-fifty-ranked MSW programmes in the USA. Slightly

more than half of the participants had Twitter accounts, the majority of whom use

Twitter as part of their academic work. The most common motivations for using

Twitter include promoting one’s research, raising awareness about an area of research

and engaging in networking with peers. This study contributes to the literature by

describing the prevalence and patterns of Twitter usage among social work academics

and lays a foundation for future research, investigating its effectiveness in increasing

awareness and promoting changes related to social justice issues.

Keywords: Twitter, social media, social justice, MSW programmes, social work

education
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Introduction

Widespread use of social media has changed the environment of com-

munication in many aspects of our society over the decade. People use

social media in a variety of ways: sharing life events and photos with

close family and friends, building professional networks and promoting
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causes and issues they care about. Academics have incorporated social
media into their disciplines for research and education purposes.
A Nature survey shows that approximately 4.5 million researchers have
accounts on ResearchGate, with another 10,000 new users every day.
Social media such as ResearchGate are ‘changing science in a way that
is not entirely foreseeable’ (Noorden, 2014, p. 126). University faculty
use social media to interact with students (Moran et al., 2011), dissemi-
nate knowledge and resources related to their work (Priem and
Costello, 2010) and share information on academic conferences (Ross
et al., 2011). Various scientific disciplines use social media for academic
purposes, including health professionals (Antheunis et al., 2013), econo-
mists (Fox, 2012), physicists and mathematicians (Schriger et al., 2011)
and medical educators (Cheston et al., 2013). Twitter, in particular, is
used to share academic resources (Veletsianos, 2012), facilitate educa-
tion and learning (Grosseck and Holotescu, 2008), exchange ideas
(Ebner et al., 2010) and promote interactions with scholars in other parts
of the world (Dunlap and Lowenthal, 2009).

Across all sectors of social work, including practitioners, students, aca-
demics/educators and researchers, there is increased appreciation of the
importance of proficiency with social media as part of practice and
research efforts (Best et al., 2016). In addition, government and non-
profit organisations use social media to share information about profes-
sional services and mission-related work (Guo and Saxton, 2014). Social
work academics are called to engage with practitioners in the field so
that the fruits of research efforts more effectively reach practice com-
munities. Towards this end, social media offer opportunities to dissemi-
nate academic work more broadly, reaching much larger audiences and
fostering new ways to collaborate around social justice issues. In addi-
tion, recently the American Academy of Social Work and Social
Welfare (AASWSW) has promoted the use of technology for social
good as one of the twelve challenges for social work (Berzin et al.,
2015)—a groundbreaking initiative to champion social progress powered
by science. The AASWSW advocates that innovative applications of
new digital technology, such as the use of social media by social work-
ers, has the potential to help social and human services reach more peo-
ple with greater impact on our most pressing social problems (Berzin
et al., 2015). However, it remains unknown whether and how social work
faculty use social media as part of their academic and scholarly work.

In this study, we address this gap in our knowledge by examining how
social work faculty use Twitter in their professional, academic lives.
Twitter has recently been examined as a classroom tool in university
education (McArthur and Bostedo-Conway, 2012). This study is an
important step in furthering our understanding of the use of Twitter
among higher-education faculty by focusing on social work academics,
who collectively teach the more than 650,000 individuals pursuing social
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work as their profession across the USA (Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2017). Our results provide insights about the nature of Twitter usage
among social work academics and recommendations for how we can bet-
ter avail ourselves of this ever-evolving and expanding technology, as we
both educate future social workers and strive to build a more just and
equitable society.

Social media and social work academics: prior literature

Social media allow academics to enhance teaching and research opportu-
nities. University faculty use social media to enhance the interaction
between instructors and students, and enable students to expand their
learning opportunities (Turner, 2013). Social media can be used as a
new form of communication for reading, commenting and discussing
without any restrictions of time and space in the university classroom
(Ebner et al., 2010). Following relevant professionals or organisations in
their field of study on social media supports student learning and profes-
sional development (Dunlap and Lowenthal, 2009). In particular,
Twitter offers a platform for students to map their learning by asking
questions, adding hashtags and compiling lists of feeds, which extends
the classroom and helps develop their public presentation skills
(Greenhow and Gleason, 2012). One study found that the use of Twitter
in class discussion helps strengthen students’ understandings of professio-
nal competencies and behaviours (Hitchcock and Battista, 2013).

The use of social media by academics is not without its risks.
Downsides include copyright issues and that it can be time-consuming:
microblogging contents must be updated frequently to be successful
(Bonetta, 2007). Despite such challenges, recent empirical studies show
that social media have proliferated throughout academia. Moran and
colleagues (2011) have conducted a survey with 1,920 teaching faculty in
the USA and found that about two-thirds of faculty use at least one
social media site, and that one-third use social media in their class ses-
sions. Another study of 711 academics worldwide surveyed publicly on
Twitter by Lupton (2014) shows that more than 90 per cent of faculty
who use social media do so for their work.

Scholars can use social media in their research to collaborate with
others across schools and countries in a timely manner, share pedagogi-
cal practice and build an online research community (Grosseck and
Holotescu, 2008). Scholars use Twitter to share information, resources
and media related to their work; share information about their class-
room and students; request assistance from and offer suggestions to oth-
ers; and engage in social commentary (Veletsianos, 2012). They can also
share links to peer-reviewed resources in order to keep current with
topics in one’s field of research (Priem and Costello, 2010), circulate
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draft forms of academic work for quick comments and disseminate infor-
mation on academic conferences (Ross et al., 2011). These activities cre-
ate opportunities for academic support outside of existing networks by
connecting users with a wider audience outside of traditional academia
(Lupton, 2014).

Social media may also change how scholarship is generated and
disseminated. For example, Twitter posts by the general public have pro-
vided scientists with information about earthquakes in real time
(Greenhow and Gleason, 2014). Twitter also creates the possibilities of
connecting social work academics worldwide. For example, the hashtag
#SWvirtualpal on Twitter was developed to connect social workers glob-
ally, and was created by academics in the USA and UK. The use of
hashtags on Twitter has the potential to expand social workers’ under-
standing of social work practice in other parts of the world (Hitchcock,
2016).

Recently, a study on social media use across different disciplines
reveals clear disciplinary differences in how scholars use social media
(Davis et al., 2012). Social work researchers assert that there are distinct
reasons to bring social media into their pedagogy. Ahmedani and col-
leagues (2011) recognise the emergence of a new educational technology
and argue that social workers must be prepared to use these tools wisely,
and so social work educators should help students prepare for future
careers by cultivating social media literacies. Robbins and Singer (2014)
suggest ways to infuse social media into social work education. They
argue that social media can be used to maximise the time social work
students spend learning content outside the classroom and get updated
knowledge efficiently. For example, by following legislators and advo-
cacy organisations on Twitter, social work students can learn about
recent changes in social policies that published textbooks do not contain.
The authors argue that social work educators should prepare students
for integrating technological innovation to best serve clients.
Additionally, they suggest that social media can be used by social work
academics for social advocacy. For example, social work scholars can
post a news item about gender or racial discrimination and provide rele-
vant academic content on Twitter.

Although most prior research emphasises the importance of under-
standing the potential of social media in social work education, no stud-
ies have examined how academics in social work use social media
generally or Twitter specifically. Therefore, despite some recommenda-
tions for social media use in social work education being present in the
literature, we know very little about the actual use of Twitter among
social work academic faculty. This study attempts to address this gap by
answering the following research questions:
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� To what extent are academics in social work using Twitter
professionally?

� What motivations do they have for using Twitter?

By answering these questions, we hope to offer insights about the use of
social media and Twitter among social work academics in the USA, then
address to what extent Twitter use among social work academics is asso-
ciated with improved communication and networking with colleagues,
and to what extent Twitter use impacts the dissemination and implemen-
tation of social work academics’ work.

Method

Instrument

An online survey, using Qualtrics survey software, was developed by
the authors to answer questions about social work academics’ experience
with and use of Twitter. As a pilot test, the survey instrument (see
Supplementary Material) was distributed to seventy-seven faculty mem-
bers from a select number of MSW programmes. Sixteen faculty members
completed the survey. Based on feedback from this pilot test, the survey
was modified to improve its design (e.g. including a progress bar).

The final survey included thirty-three questions: twenty-five closed
items with pre-coded response options and eight questions that required
extended written responses. In addition to demographics, participants
were asked to report on whether they have a Twitter account and to
provide their Twitter IDs that allow access to their tweets used for anon-
ymous quotes for this study. They were asked about their experience
relating to a variety of Twitter activities such as frequency of tweets
and retweets, number of followers, issues they tweet about and motiva-
tion to use Twitter. This study was approved by the university
Institutional Review Board.

Recruitment and procedure

The online survey was conducted from 2 to 25 February 2016. At first,
an invitation e-mail was sent to all assistant, associate and full professors
through their school e-mails obtained from university websites. The invi-
tation included a brief description of the survey, instructions on how to
complete it and the link to the survey. After the first round, two
reminder e-mails were sent to those who had not responded to our invi-
tation. The survey link closed 21 days after the second reminder e-mail.
The response rate of this study was 19.4 per cent, which is considered
reasonable for internet-based surveys (Im and Chee, 2004).
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Participants

Participants were recruited from the top-fifty-ranked social work pro-
grammes in the USA as reported by the 2014 US News & World
Report. This report only surveys MSW-level programmes, the terminal
degree in social work. We desired to investigate Twitter use among
those who educate these future leaders of the social work field.
Participants were recruited from the top-fifty-ranked MSW programmes
as reported by the 2014 US News & World Report. The initial sample
size was 1,446 faculty members. After sending the first-invitation e-mail,
we excluded (i) faculty who sent an automatic reply saying they would
be out of office more than two weeks (n ¼ 18) and (ii) individuals with
undeliverable e-mail addresses (n¼ 18). With a response rate of 19.4 per
cent, the final sample included 274 participants. Over half of the
respondents were men (53 per cent). Approximately two-thirds of the
participants identified as white (66.79 per cent) followed by black/
African American (9.85 per cent) and Asian (4.74 per cent). The aver-
age age of the respondents was 47.28 years (SD ¼ 0.93). Over half of
the respondents were working at a public university (54 per cent), fol-
lowed by non-profit private university (28.47 per cent), for-profit private
university (4.38 per cent) and liberal arts college (1.46 per cent).
Approximately one-third of the participants were teaching in MSW (30
per cent) and Ph.D. (27 per cent) programmes. Approximately one-third
of the respondents were assistant professors (33.94 per cent), followed
by associate professors (33.58 per cent) and full professors (21.9 per
cent).

Results

Twitter use among social work academics

Of the 274 faculty members who participated in this study, most (n ¼ 254,
92.7 per cent) had heard of Twitter and approximately half of the partici-
pants reported having a Twitter account (53.2 per cent, n ¼ 146). Table 1
contains the results of a series of chi-square analyses exploring significant
subgroup differences in Twitter usage among the participants. Participants
under the age of fifty years were significantly more likely (58.3 per cent)
to have a Twitter account than participants over the age of fifty years
((43.0 per cent), X2 (1, N ¼ 239) ¼ 5.57, p ¼ 0.02). Asian participants
were significantly less likely (15.4 per cent) to report having a Twitter
account than non-Asian participants ((53.3 per cent), X2 (1, N ¼ 240)
¼ 7.08, p ¼ 0.01). Social work faculty teaching exclusively in the macro
concentration were marginally more likely (61.8 per cent) to have
a Twitter account than participants teaching in only the clinical
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concentration ((48.8 per cent), X2 (1, N ¼ 171) ¼ 2.93, p ¼ 0.09). Macro

social work refers to ‘an essential component of social work practice, tar-

geting change in organizations, communities, and political systems’

(Pritzker and Applewhite, 2015, p. 191), while micro or clinical social

work indicates individual-level direct intervention.
In terms of other demographic characteristics, participants who

reported having a Twitter account did not significantly differ from those

without a Twitter account on gender, ethnicity, regional location, higher-

education setting (i.e. private versus public university) and career stage

(i.e. assistant, associate, full professor).
We further analysed the nature of Twitter use among participants who

reported having a Twitter account (see Table 2). One-fifth (19.9 per

cent, n ¼ 29) of participants with Twitter accounts reported logging on

to Twitter at least once a day, and nearly half logged on at least once a

week (46.6 per cent, n ¼ 68). Among those with a Twitter account,

roughly one-quarter (23.3 per cent, n ¼ 34) had twenty-five or fewer fol-

lowers, one-quarter (25.3 per cent, n ¼ 37) had 26–100 followers, one-

quarter (24.0 per cent, n ¼ 35) had 101–500 followers and approximately

one-tenth (11.6 per cent, n ¼17) had more than 500 followers. The rest

either did not know how many followers they had (n ¼ 17) or did not

answer the question (n ¼ 6). The number of followers indicates the level

Table 1. Subgroup differences in Twitter usage among social work academics.

N Have a Twitter

account (%)

v2

Teaching concentration Macro only 89 61.8 2.93†

Clinical only 82 48.8

Gender Male 75 46.7 2.73

Female 168 53.0

Age <50 years 132 58.3 5.57*

�50 years 107 43.0

Race White 183 53.6 1.63

Black 27 55.6 0.23

Asian 13 15.4 7.08**

Multi-racial 13 38.5 0.90

Hispanic 14 71.4 2.47

Location North-east 60 50.0 0.01

Mid-west 83 53.0 0.29

South 60 50.0 0.01

West 23 47.8 0.08

University ownership Private 90 51.1 0.00

Public 154 51.3

Faculty position Assistant prof. 93 51.6 0.00

Associate prof. 92 53.3 0.20

Full prof. 60 48.3 0.30

†p< 0.10; *p<0.05; **p<0.01.
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of potential audience size (Dow et al., 2013). Existing studies measure
the audience size by the number of ‘followers’ because the more fol-
lowers you have on Twitter, the people you can reach, the more people
can read your tweets and the larger effect of your online word of mouth
(Ju et al., 2014; Rui et al., 2013).

When asked to estimate the number of tweets they currently have,
roughly a quarter (23.3 per cent, n ¼ 34) of the participants did not
know and, of those who knew (n ¼ 106), half (50.9 per cent, n ¼ 54)
reported having fifty or fewer tweets, 16 per cent (n ¼ 17) had 51–200
tweets, 14 per cent (n ¼ 15) had 201–500 tweets and 18.9 per cent
(n ¼ 20) had more than 500 tweets. Roughly one-quarter (27.4 per cent,
n ¼ 40) reported following fewer than twenty-five people or organ-
isations and over half (54.1 per cent, n ¼ 79) reported following fewer
than 100.

Table 2. Nature of Twitter usage (N ¼ 146).

Frequency Percentage

Number of followers

0–25 34 23.3

26–50 16 11.0

51–100 21 14.4

101–200 16 11.0

201–500 19 13.0

501–1,000 10 6.9

1,001–2,000 4 2.7

2,000þ 3 2.1

I don’t know 17 11.6

Missing values 6 4.1

Numbers of people/orgs following

0–25 40 27.4

26–50 21 14.4

51–100 18 12.3

101–200 17 11.6

201–500 17 11.6

501–1,000 9 6.2

1,001–2,000 6 4.1

2,000þ 1 0.7

I don’t know 11 7.5

Missing values 6 4.1

Numbers of tweets

0–25 43 29.5

26–50 11 7.5

51–100 8 5.5

101–200 9 6.2

201–500 15 10.3

501–1,000 6 4.1

1,001–2,000 4 2.7

2,000þ 10 6.9

I don’t know 34 23.3

Missing values 6 4.1
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Motivation to use Twitter among social work academics

Using a seven-point Likert-type scale (1 ¼ strongly agree; 7 ¼ strongly
disagree), participants were asked to rate their motivation for using
Twitter across eighteen items (see Table 3). The motivations with which
participants most strongly agreed were to share resources (M ¼ 2.26,
SD ¼ 1.27), to network with colleagues (M ¼ 2.29, SD ¼ 1.37) and to
promote awareness across an area of study (M ¼ 2.30, SD ¼ 1.40). The
motivations with which participants most strongly disagreed were to
express their opinions freely in an area of study (M ¼ 3.95, SD ¼ 1.68)
and to participate and/or debate in an online discussion of an area of
study (M ¼ 4.11, SD ¼ 1.95). Following these questions, participants
were then asked to identify their biggest motivator. Two most frequently
cited motivators were to promote action/awareness of an area of study
and to promote their own scholarly work. Participants were also asked
to provide an example of this motivation in their own tweeting. Such
examples included tweeting the release of journal articles or features in
news media related to their area of study, expressing support for new
policy, sharing information that may shift popular opinion or stereo-
types, advertising about upcoming academic conferences, engaging social
work students in class participation via Twitter, tweeting accomplish-
ments of students from schools of social work and sharing university
resources with fellow faculty members.

How social work academics use Twitter

The majority (58.2 per cent) of participants with a Twitter account
reported using Twitter as part of their academic work. Participants also
reported that they often tweeted about social justice issues to raise
awareness, promote social change and share information and resources.
Nearly half of the participants with a Twitter account reported tweeting
(48.2 per cent) or retweeting (48.8 per cent) about a social justice issue
at least a few times per month.

Participants were asked to select one topical area of social work about
which they tweeted and retweeted most (see Table 4). They most fre-
quently tweeted about the areas of social policy, mental health, geriat-
rics, health, and racial and ethnic disparities. The areas in which
participants most frequently and infrequently retweeted were similar in
content to the areas in which they most frequently and infrequently
tweeted.

Participants were asked about what type of people or organisations
they followed on Twitter (see Table 5). The respondents were more
likely to follow users in their professional fields than those with whom
they have personal relations or shared interests. Of those who responded
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(n ¼ 133), the majority followed universities and departments (60.9 per
cent), advocacy organisations (60.1 per cent), researchers (57.1 per cent),
news outlets and others in the same field (51.9 per cent), but fewer than

Table 4. Areas of tweets and retweets.

What areas do you tweet

and retweet about most?

Tweet

(N ¼81)

n (%)

Retweet

(N ¼74)

n (%)

Example tweet

Social policy 9 (11.1) 11 (14.9) New on https://t.co/8pxKdRDxAR j CfP:

Policy Reviews in Higher Education

Mental health 8 (9.9) 7 (9.5) How does the deaths and witnessing the

deaths on video impact mental health?

#KentSchoolConversation

Geriatrics 7 (8.6) 5 (6.8) Let’s fix our protective service system to

end #elderabuse and assure older adults

are safe at home:

Health 7 (8.6) 4 (5.4) Neighbourhood formal social organisation

matters for resident health. My new

article in H&SW

Racial and ethnic disparities 7 (8.6) 6 (8.1) We all have #humanrights to life and voice.

It’s time to shout! #blacklivesmatter

#socialwork

Child welfare 6 (7.4) 6 (8.1) We must address violence & safety to help

kids thrive in #RVA.—A. Jones

@RPS_Schools @ChildSaversRVA

@BridgeRichmond

Poverty 6 (7.4) 6 (8.1) #Poverty is injustice, social exclusion, & dis-

crimination. We have a right to #dignity.

#Humanrights #socialwork

Education 5 (6.2) 5 (6.8) Education gap between rich & poor is

growing!! This is a #humanrights #social-

work emergency!

Substance use 5 (6.2) 2 (2.8) We are working to reduce youth violence

& substance use in our community

#BridgingtheGap—@VCUpresident

Research methods 4 (4.9) 1 (1.4) @clairlemon Anecdotes aren’t case studies.

Case studies use the scientific method

Evidence-based practice 3 (3.7) 3 (4.2) Applebaum—Great suggestions for #LTSS,

including additional EBPs on worker

training and supervision. #WHCOA

Violence 3 (3.7) 3 (4.2) @nabholzj Anger is not the problem.

Violence is the problem. People should

certainly be angry that AHCA would

uninsure millions

Social entrepreneurship 2 (2.5) 2 (2.8) How do we develop the language of sys-

tems entrepreneurship? @RachelmSinha

#secon17

News/politics 2 (2.5) 3 (4.2) I think I just got whiplash. House

Republicans Back Down on Bid to Gut

Ethics Office

Non-profits 1 (1.2) 3 (4.2) The opportunity in social media for non-

profits @RichGreif https://t.co/

gQX9m0DB0M

Other 6 (7.4) 7 (9.5)

AHCA: American Health Care Act of 2017.
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half of them followed friends and family (45.1 per cent) and lifestyle blogs

and outlets (19.5 per cent) on Twitter. Fewer participants used Twitter for

entertainment, such as following athletes and comedians (9.8 per cent),

musicians and bands (9.0 per cent) and movies and TV (7.5 per cent).

Discussion

This study is the first to examine Twitter use among social work faculty

members in the USA or worldwide. It provides suggestions to social

work researchers and educators for moving the field forward in terms of

using Twitter to support and advance social work education in the era of

the third-generation Web, which is marked by increased connectivity,

openness and intelligence.

Twitter use among social work academics

Roughly half of the 274 participants reported having a Twitter account

compared to 23 per cent of all online adults from the general population

(Duggan, 2015) and 10.5 per cent of faculty from a representative study

Table 5. Types of people or organisations followed on Twitter.

Type of people or organisations following on Twitter (multiple choice) Frequency Percentage

Personal Friends & family 60 45.1

Lifestyle blogs/outlets 26 19.5

Celebrities 18 13.5

Athletes 13 9.8

Comedians 13 9.8

Musicians/bands 12 9.0

Restaurants/local businesses 10 7.5

Movies & TV shows 10 7.5

Companies 4 3.0

Notable brands 3 2.3

Professional Universities/departments 81 60.9

Advocacy organisations 80 60.1

Researchers 76 57.1

News outlets 72 54.1

Others in my field 69 51.9

Political organisations 60 45.1

Government agencies 54 40.6

Journalists 49 36.8

Other non-profits 48 36.0

Politicians 41 30.8

Authors 40 30.1

Charities 31 23.3

Science & tech content producers 23 17.3

Professional consultants 16 12.0

Other 22 16.5
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of social media use among nearly 8,000 faculty at US higher-educational
institutions (Seaman and Tinti-Kane, 2013). It is plausible that faculty
from the top MSW programmes in the USA utilise Twitter at a higher
rate compared to all higher-education faculty. It is also plausible that
there is selection bias in our sample and faculty with Twitter accounts
were more likely to respond to our survey. We attempted to address this
as best we could by using rigorous sampling and recruitment methods to
secure as much of a representative sample as possible. We used e-mail
to recruit participants, and 99.4 per cent of the faculty teaching in the
MSW programmes selected for our study had e-mail addresses publicly
available on school websites. Thus, roughly half of our sample did not
have a Twitter account, representing a broader array of experiences
among US social work faculty.

Forty per cent of our participants reported not using Twitter for aca-
demic work. It is likely that some scholars are concerned about the
potential risks of social media, such as misunderstanding their messages
in an unexpected way, or disadvantages from their institutions. Indeed,
scholars have been disciplined, placed on leave or had their job offer
revoked for social media messages they had posted (Bowman, 2015).

Faculty in the MSW programmes had relatively small network sizes
compared to the general population. Over three-quarters of our partici-
pants reported having fewer than 500 followers and followees, while the
average Twitter user in the general population had 707 followers as of
2016. Twitter users who have a sizable number of followers tend to be
opinion leaders who influence other users receiving their tweets
(Holmberg and Thelwall, 2014; Stewart, 2015). Therefore, it is plausible
that academic Twitter users who want to establish their expertise may
have more followers, while those who use Twitter for building networks
within their field of study are less likely to be motivated to have more
followers.

Similarly to other studies among Twitter users in the general popula-
tion (Statista, 2016b) and in higher-education settings (Seaman and
Tinti-Kane, 2013), age was negatively associated with Twitter use, with
younger social work faculty from our study significantly more likely to
use Twitter than older social work faculty. Although older adults are
less likely to use social media than young adults, social media usage
among adults aged sixty-five and older has more than tripled from 11
per cent in 2010 to 35 per cent in 2016 (Duggan and Page, 2015).
Coupled with the fact that Americans with higher-education levels are
more likely to use social media (Duggan and Page, 2015), the use of
social media platforms, including Twitter, will likely increase among
older faculty in the coming years.

Faculty teaching exclusively in the macro concentration were margin-
ally more likely to use Twitter than faculty teaching only clinical prac-
tice. The connection between the utility of Twitter in terms of unifying a
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group of followers around a particular social issue and the goal of macro
social work to impact community-level or organisational-level change is
logical. Twitter can be used to support community and connections
among large groups of people around shared interests, to gather and
share information and to establish common ground (Chen, 2011).
However, we did not find significant difference between macro- and
micro-concentration Twitter users regarding the motivations and behav-
iours of their Twitter use.

Asian faculty was significantly less likely to use Twitter as compared
to their non-Asian counterparts. Given the fact that Asians comprise the
largest group of Twitter users globally (Statista, 2016b), this trend may
seem somewhat surprising. However, the majority of Twitter users in
Asian countries may be adolescents and young adults rather than univer-
sity faculty. For example, a study examining teenagers as a percentage
of active Twitter users in select countries found that 87 per cent of
active Twitter users in the Philippines were teenagers whereas only 18
per cent of active Twitter users in Canada were teenagers (Statista,
2016a).

Other demographic characteristics, such as gender, ethnicity and
regional location, were not significantly associated with difference in
having a Twitter account. Studies in the general population indicate that
there is little difference in Twitter use based on ethnicity, with blacks
(28 per cent) and Hispanics (28 per cent) marginally more likely than
whites (20 per cent) to use Twitter (Duggan, 2015). Findings from our
study mirror this trend, in that minorities were more likely to use
Twitter than whites. However, the differences we observed between
black versus non-black, Hispanic versus non-Hispanic and white versus
non-white participants were statistically insignificant.

Motivation to use Twitter

Participants from our study reported that their strongest motivations to
use Twitter were to participate in online discussions, to share resour-
ces, to network with colleagues and to promote awareness across an
area of study. These results indicate that Twitter provides social work
scholars with an online platform where they can discuss academic
issues with others across schools and countries in a timely manner
(Grosseck and Holotescu, 2008) and thereby develop a research com-
munity in an open but less formal atmosphere than the university set-
ting (Kirkup, 2010).

When asked to identify their biggest motivator, our participants most
frequently cited promoting action/awareness of an area of study and pro-
moting their own scholarly work, consistently with Lupton (2014).
Regarding the promotion of one’s work within academia, Priem and
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colleagues (2012) propose that social media may also be used to meas-
ure scholarly impact, suggesting that ‘“alternative metrics” or
“altmetrics” build on information from social media use, and could be
employed side-by-side with citations—one tracking formal, acknowl-
edged influence, and the other tracking unintentional and informal
“scientific street cred”’ (p. 1). Relatedly, the use of social media sites
such as Twitter facilitates an immediate, rapid distribution and promo-
tion of one’s academic work. For example, Priem and Costello (2010)
find that 39 per cent of Twitter citations refer to articles less one week
old and 15 per cent refer to articles published that day.

How social work academics use Twitter

The majority of our participants who have a Twitter account used it as
part of their academic work, connecting with users in their professional
fields. Nearly half of them regularly tweeted or retweeted about a social
justice issue, such as social policy, racial and ethnic disparities and pov-
erty. Participants reported tweeting about social justice issues in order to
raise awareness, promote social change and share information and
resources. The use of Twitter to promote social justice is reflective of
the National Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics (2008),
which identifies the promotion of social justice as one of its core ethical
principles: ‘Social workers pursue social change, particularly with and on
behalf of vulnerable and oppressed individuals and groups of people.
Social workers’ social change efforts are focused primarily on issues
of poverty, unemployment, discrimination, and other forms of social
injustice.’

Indeed, the ability for social work academics to reach large groups of
people across disciplines and with varying value systems makes Twitter
an ideal conduit for increasing awareness and promoting change related
to social justice issues. It is often challenging for academics to make
their work accessible, known and translatable across disciplines and
beyond academia (Proctor et al., 2011), and Twitter provides an opportu-
nity to extend academics’ reach and impact to promote social justice
(Priem and Costello, 2010).

While the majority of participants from our study reported that they
used Twitter for online discussions, sharing resources, networking with
colleagues and promoting awareness across an area of study, few partici-
pants discussed the use of Twitter as a teaching tool. However, this may
represent opportunities for advancing the use of social media among
social work academics in the USA. Grosseck and Holotescu (2008) pro-
vide a framework for using Twitter in educational settings. They suggest
using Twitter in the classroom in order to build a greater sense of com-
munity, explore collaborative writing, gauge students’ responses to
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classroom material and lectures, foster collaboration with similar learn-
ers across schools and countries, encourage reflection and discussion,
and share supplemental research and resources. They suggest that such
activities may facilitate richer and more engaged classroom dynamics, as
more students with varying communication styles may be drawn into
classroom dialogue, academic staff may have a better pulse on the edu-
cational needs of the students and students may experience a closer con-
nection with the faculty.

Limitations

There are several limitations to our study. First, there may be some
selection bias, as it is possible that social work academics with Twitter
accounts were more likely to respond to the survey. Second, our data
are cross-sectional, which constrains our ability to examine the pattern
of social work scholars’ social media behaviour or infer causal relation-
ship. Third, our study is limited to top MSW programmes in the USA,
which limits our generalisability to both other social work degree pro-
grammes (e.g. BSW and DSW) and other countries. Fourth, the number
of Asian and Hispanic participants from our study is low, and so our dis-
cussion surrounding Twitter use based on race/ethnicity should be inter-
preted with caution.

Notwithstanding these limitations, our study provides a significant
contribution to the field of social work education. As one of the early
studies to examine Twitter use among social work academics, our
exploratory study lays a good foundation for future research investigat-
ing the benefits, strategies and impacts of Twitter use among social work
faculty. Expanded research may provide guidance to social work aca-
demics regarding the most effective usage of Twitter, particularly as it
pertains to the promotion of social justice. A greater, stronger presence
of social work academics utilising Twitter effectively may serve to
advance our field and the areas of social justice our field represents.

Further research

Our exploratory study lays the foundation for additional research
regarding the effectiveness of Twitter use among social work faculty.
Such research may include an investigation of the outcomes associated
with Twitter use among social work faculty. For example, future
research questions may include: (i) To what extent is Twitter use among
social work academics associated with improved communication and
networking with colleagues from within one’s field and across fields?
(ii) To what extent does Twitter use impact the citation, dissemination
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and implementation of social work academics’ work? Future studies may
utilise publicly available Twitter data rather than relying on self-
reported survey data, which would provide credible evidence of partici-
pants’ behaviour on social media. Future research could also include a
qualitative investigation about the kind of scholarly benefits (e.g. inter-
national network and resulting in research project) or barriers (e.g. lack
of time, privacy concern, copyright issues) social work scholars identify
with social media as well as quantitative research that examines what
factors influence social work academics’ adoption and use of social
media.

Additionally, the relationship between the promotion of social justice
and Twitter use among social work faculty warrants further research. In
light of our finding that many social work academics use Twitter to pro-
mote social justice, future research could explore (i) the extent to which
social work academics’ attitudes towards social justice are associated
with Twitter use and (ii) the extent to which Twitter use impacts the
attitudes of others towards social justice issues.
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