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CHAPTER 5

Using a Mixed Methods Approach 
to Examine the (Re)Imaging of Higher 
Education Institutions in the Western 

Balkans

Antigoni Papadimitriou

Introduction

The motivation for the current study derives from my involvement as a 
senior researcher in the project “European integration in higher educa-
tion and research in the Western Balkans” (NORGLOBAL) and it had 
the aim of strengthening the capacity of higher education institutions in 
the Western Balkans (WB) in the area of educational research in general, 
and higher education and research policy analysis in particular. In order 
to collect data and communicate with higher education administrators 
in the region, first I chose to visit all the higher education institutions 
(HEIs) websites, some of which worked well while others were broken 
or did not work in the English version in particular. After I had com-
pleted the website investigation for the purpose of the NORGLOBAL 
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and had published several articles and book chapters, I decided to 
explore further marketing and branding in the WB region and beyond. 
Our publisher Palgrave Macmillan offered another motivation for the 
current version. During the Annual Conference of the Association for 
the Study of Higher Education (ASHE) with Gerardo Blanco Ramirez, 
we organized a symposium about Marketing and Branding in higher 
education, and I presented the paper “WB websites and branding” 
(Papadimitriou 2014).

The overall objective of this chapter is to present how HEIs were 
positioning themselves on their websites’ homepages during summer 
2014 and for that purpose I adopted a sequential mixed methods design. 
The empirical laboratory for this mixed methods research became the 
higher education institutions from the Western Balkans.

Branding and Western Balkans

National and international competition has been a catalyst for branding 
in higher education (Stensaker 2007). Therefore, managerial strategies 
such as marketing and branding become a priority to HEIs in order to 
create an identity advantage at the national, regional, and international 
levels. Furthermore, branding has become an additional marketing con-
cept adopted by HEIs which is now usually associated with the creation 
of images for the purpose of increasing “sales.” In higher education, the 
purpose of developing a brand is not only to sell “products and services,” 
but also to communicate “corporate identity” in order to promote 
attraction and loyalty (Bulotaite 2003). Marketing is the communication 
component of the strategic branding process for an organization (Eshuis 
et al. 2014; Kavaratzis 2004). Currently, HEIs websites are one of the 
most important parameters for communication (Celly and Knepper 
2010), and are becoming a key data source in the study of branding 
(Chapleo et al. 2011).

Western Balkans is a fairly new European region, now defined by 
the formula “ex-YU[goslavian] countries—Slovenia+Albania” (Zgaga 
2015, 71). Most of the countries in the region have a shared history 
as part of the former Yugoslavia and they are now free to go their 
separate ways. Consequently, each of these countries has experienced 
the deconstruction and the reconstruction of their national systems of 
higher education (Papadimitriou and Stensaker 2014, Papadimitriou 
et al. 2015). The WB in this study refers, as many regional treatments 
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do, to Albania (AL), Bosnia and Herzegovina (BH), Croatia (CR), 
Kosovo1 (KO), Montenegro (MO), Serbia (SE), and the Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM).

Methodology

In order to provide an understanding of how Western Balkans HEIs 
were positioning themselves on their websites’ homepages, this study 
adopts a sequential mixed methods design (Creswell 2013). The first 
order of research was to identify all public and private universities from 
the region. The study took place between June and August 2014. At 
that time, 119 universities in actual operation were listed by the Ministry 
of Education and Quality Assurance Agencies. In the first stage the 
methodology for analyzing the data involved several phases:

1. � I collected data about university characteristics such as age (year of 
establishment), location (country and city), and ownership (pub-
lic and private). In this analysis, the ages of the universities were 
collapsed into three categories: universities established before 1989 
were characterized as “old”; universities established during the 
period 1990–2003 as “in transition”; and those established after 
2004 as “new.” An additional characteristic included a distance 
parameter or field-position “central” and “periphery,” which iden-
tified a university’s location from each country’s capital (DiMaggio 
and Powell 1983; Leblebici et al. 1991). Information from the 
data derived either from HEIs websites and/or other university 
documents. These variables may also be termed as control varia-
bles, used in the later part of the analysis to understand self-presen-
tation within the sample universities.

2. � I created a list with all HEIs and I checked online for all HEIs’ 
websites. My initial research found a few institutions’ sites had bro-
ken pages; those institutions were excluded from the study. Most 
HEIs websites are multilayered; thus, the data for this study were 
drawn from two resources: first from outside layers of the institu-
tions’ websites—i.e., the front pages of the institution at the cen-
tral level and then from English websites. I used content analysis 
first to collect data about:

1 UNESCO omits Kosovo.
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a. � the languages on the websites: the national one (i.e., Albanian, 
Bosnian, Croatian, Montenegrin, Serbian, etc.) and English. 
Then I coded each language in order to be able to analyze quan-
titatively the quality information.

b. � I collected data regarding the logo. Here I used two dimensions: 
“available/not.” I did not analyze the type of the logo.

c. � I also collected data regarding pictures, images, video, etc. Here 
I used two dimensions: “available/not.” I did not analyze the 
type of images.

d. � I analyzed the websites in order to define whether each institu-
tion had followed major, current trends, specifically the inclu-
sion of social media. By mentioning social media links, I mean 
social networking sites (i.e., Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn etc.) 
(Bozyigit and Akkan 2014; Greenwood 2012). I also devel-
oped codes for each type of social media in order to analyze 
quantitatively.

e. � Finally, I collected data regarding quality and accreditation. 
Front HEIs homepages (national languages) expected to host 
quality assurance agencies, accreditation using English names. 
Here I used two dimensions: “available/not.”

3. � The second type of data was derived only from the English web-
sites. The normal procedure was to allow one click at the heading, 
namely English. In English websites, I looked for another heading, 
namely mission/vision statements as well as president’s/rector’s 
welcome messages, where I used two dimensions: “available/not.”

4. � After this phase, I re-analyzed the data through a further review of 
the mission/vision/welcome statements collected. This phase can 
be considered as a more inductive approach which “seeks to dis-
cover and understand a phenomenon, a process or the perspectives 
and worldviews of the people involved” (Caelli et al. 2008, p. 3). 
Thematic analysis is a search for issues that emerge as being impor-
tant to the description of the phenomenon (Daly et al. 1997). 
Boyatzis (1998, p. 161) defined a theme as, “a pattern in the 
information that at minimum describes and organizes the possible 
observations and at maximum interprets aspects of the phenom-
enon.” The process involves the identification of themes through 
“careful reading and re-reading of the data” (Rice and Ezzy 1999, 
p. 258), while Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006, p. 82) con-
sidered it “a form of pattern recognition within the data, where 
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emerging themes become the categories for analysis.” In this final 
analysis, I was looking for themes about quality (accreditation, 
quality assurance, university achievement, excellence, European 
Standards, Bologna Process, ISO standards etc.) and HEIs exoteri-
cism (internationalization/regionalization/Europeanization etc.). 
Finally, this analysis helped in order to build our understanding 
of how HEIs in the WB position themselves by utilizing messages 
about quality and exotericism or exocentric.

Limitations

As mentioned by other similar studies, limitations of this study clearly 
exist. Highlighting these limitations, (Bozyigit and Akkan 2014) referred 
to the phenomenon that websites of institutions are continuously being 
updated and changed; thus, the results of the study represent a fleet-
ing, almost fluid, one-time sample valid only at the time of collection. In 
order to overcome these limitations, researchers will likely have to retain 
dated, time-stamped images of the websites for future studies and com-
parisons. In order to validate and track changes, I keep images from only 
ten universities homepages’ websites for future studies. However, this is 
not the case regarding the English documents (mission/vision and wel-
come messages) as I used thematic analysis and the documents are avail-
able for future comparisons.

Main Findings

The main results of this study are presented in the following two sec-
tions: the first one reflects data from HEIs homepages, while the second 
section reflects data from HEIs English homepages.

HEIs Homepage First View

Online data revealed a majority 70.5% of the HEIs (84 out of 119 that 
were sampled during the Summer of 2014) used the online environment 
to publicly present themselves. Regarding public versus. private owner-
ship, data indicate that 40 out of 45 public universities (88.8%) appeared 
with websites while in the private sector only 44 out of 74 institutions 
(59.45%). During that sampling, the most broken or non-responsive 
websites mostly pertained to the private HEIs in Albania; however, five 
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of the Albanian public universities also contained broken or non-respon-
sive webpages. Table 5.1 provides information about the sample as well 
as information about the establishment of the higher education law and 
the establishment of the HEIs in the region. Table 5.1 also provides 
information about HEIs websites translated into English.

Under data for branding, each university’s homepage contained the 
university logo. Within this data set, mostly the older, public universi-
ties made the year of establishment very visible in each of their logos. 
Similarly, most of these older universities included symbols such as flags, 
buildings, and Latin letters. In contrast, the newer, private HEIs chose 
logos with more modern schemes and several times with just letters; 
however, this current study did not include further analysis of each logo. 
Data from these homepages also contained the use of visual/audio-vis-
ual images (photographs, interactive pictures, and videos). Most of the 
institutions used an enormous number of visual/audio-visual images in 
an effort to create a favorable impression to viewers (stakeholders). This 
current study used only two dimensions as to whether websites did or 
did not include visual/audio-visual images. However, I remember that 
I discovered pictures mostly in private HEIs from the USA (Statute 
of Liberty, US passports Symbols of dollars) and the UK (red busses, 
Buckingham Palace).

The current study also collected data about the translation of the web-
sites into different languages beyond the national. HEIs used either ver-
bal (the name of the language) or little flags. HEIs, especially for English 
translation, used either the UK or the USA flag symbol. In Albania, 12 
out of 25 (six public and six private) HEIs appeared without a second 
language. One public university appeared having Italian and French, 
while two private universities appeared to have only English homepages. 
In BH only one out of 17 HEIs appeared without an English website; 
however, two of the English websites were broken. One private HEI 
also included English and Turkish, another private HEI appeared hav-
ing Croatian, and another HEI only an English homepage. Another pri-
vate HEI appeared with Italian and German flags; however, those pages 
appeared in local language. I did not systematically visit the translated 
websites. Four HEIs appeared to use Serbian as a local language, and 
one private school noted Turkish, Bosnian, and Croatian. In Croatia 
all public universities appeared having both Croatian and English web-
sites; one of them appeared with Italian as well, while the one pri-
vate HEI in the sample appeared without English. In Montenegro, 
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all three universities appeared having Montenegrin and English web-
sites. In Kosovo all HEIs appeared with English websites, one private 
HEI appeared having only English website; another with Albanian, 
English, and Turkish; another with Albanian and English; and another 
one with Albanian, Bosnian, English, and Turkish. In Serbia 11 out of 
12 appeared with Serbian and English and only one private HEI had 
only a Serbian website. In one private HEI data revealed that France 
appeared as a different language. All HEI websites in FYROM appeared 
in national language and English. One private HEI had English web-
site only, two HEIs appeared with additional language such as Albanian, 
another two HEIs included Turkish and Albanian, and another one 
included Serbian and Spanish. Here I need to highlight that I only 
checked visually if the language appeared on their homepage and not 
about the actual translation of the websites.

The homepages also analyzed information about quality and accred-
itation signs. In this domain, data indicate that in the national home-
pages only three public HEIs (Croatia, Serbia, and FYROM) included 
words such EUA-IEP (European University Association—Institutional 
Evaluation Programme); additionally, three private HEIs (BH, Kosovo, 
and Serbia) appeared to have messages (in a small picture) about being 
accredited by agencies outside of the country (also provided the names 
of the accreditation agency). In another private HEI from Albania 
there appeared, in a small rectangular image, “our programs follow the 
Bologna standards.”

The final topic area investigated by using first order homepages web-
sites was the use or availability of social media appearing on these home-
pages. A visual search of each page sought out the current social media 
internationally recognized symbol. Under that visual analysis, each sym-
bol of social media was checked (see Fig. 5.1). This figure represents an 
overall visual of the type of social media present at each institution. For 
the period under study (Summer 2014), the most popular social media 
were:

•	 Facebook: 77% of private HEIs were using that platform and 74% 
of the public sector.

•	 YouTube was the second most used platform at 61% in private sec-
tor and 52% in the public sector.

•	 Twitter was in the third place; however here the public sector seems 
to use more—42%—and the private 34%.
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•	 LinkedIn appeared in the final place where it was used 37% in the 
public HEIs and 15% in private HEIs.

Figure 5.2 provides another picture by social media within HEIs in each 
country. Data show that Facebook and YouTube appeared in all coun-
tries. Albania’s HEIs appeared with less use of social media. LinkedIn 
is attractive to public HEIs in Kosovo (100%), Serbia (83%), FYROM 
(43%). While this study was being performed and a time-capsule of 

Fig. 5.1  Overall picture of social media in WB public and private HEIs

Fig. 5.2  Distribution of social media within public and private HEIs in the WB
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one period’s (Summer 2014) data were recorded, HEIs in Croatia and 
Montenegro did not indicate the use of LinkedIn. Twitter also seemed 
unpopular in Montenegrin HEIs, yet Facebook was most popular in the 
public HEIs in Kosovo, Montenegro, and FYROM.

Next Click: English Homepage Analysis

In this second phase, I first identified how many HEIs translated their 
homepages into the English language. For this analysis, I only checked 
it by clicking the English sign (flag or verbal) to see if the site pro-
vided me with the English version. In several cases even after having 
clicked the English button, the websites appeared unresponsive because 
the homepage did not change; consequently, I did not include those 
HEIs as having English websites. Although findings from this analy-
sis showed that 41 out of 84 HEIs translated and communicated their 
“brand,” the overall breakdown between public and private institutions 
revealed 19 out of 40 were public universities, and 21 out of 44 were 
private institutions. Table 5.1 includes the sample that I called English 
web respectively for both public and private HEIs. During my search, 
one of the goals I had was to find communicative messages or docu-
ments that specifically contained vision/mission and president’s/rector’s 
welcome. Therefore, I performed “several clicks” in order to find those 
documents for further analysis. In this final analysis, I was looking for 
themes about quality (accreditation, quality assurance, university achieve-
ment, excellence, Bologna Process, European standards, ISO standards 
etc.) as well as for themes focusing on HEIs’ exotericism such as inter-
national, European and/or regional. Table 5.2 presents the main find-
ings (themes) of the content analysis that I retrieved from the 41 English 
websites in the region. While Table 5.3 presents the quantitative data of 
the sample.

Data reveal that from 40 English websites I found themes about qual-
ity in five public universities’ welcome messages (three from Albania, and 
one each from Croatia and Serbia); however, all of them were univer-
sities located in the periphery and mostly old universities. I also found 
messages about quality in six mission/vision statements (one in BH and 
Croatia and two in Serbia and FYROM). Among these, half of them 
were located in periphery and half in urban cities and almost all of them 
were old universities. I also found messages about exotericism in five 
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welcome messages and in eight mission/vision statements. The majority 
of those universities were old and located in periphery except in Serbia 
where two universities were urban. I did not find exotericism themes in 
public universities from Kosovo and Montenegro. Data from the private 
sector indicated more institutions hosted themes about quality in wel-
come messages (13) and mission/vision statements (8). Similarly, more 
themes about exotericism appeared in nine welcome messages and in 
nine mission/vision statements. The majority of those HEIs mentioned 
quality and exotericism in their English documents were mostly new and 
located in urban cities, except in the FYROM were those institutions 
were mostly in transition age (1990–2003) and located in the periphery.

Messages about quality related to teaching, research, and services 
were found in several documents which highlighted that the institutions 
adopted European standards and the Bologna principles. Furthermore, 
among mostly private institutions their websites highlighted that they 
had adopted US standards to educate students in their home country. 
Those HEIs that included quality themes also mentioned the quality of 
the faculty and the staff in an effort to promote excellence and innova-
tion. Messages about HEIs exotericism mostly related to regionalization 
effort such as “to become a hub in the Balkans” or “become a regional 
institution in the WB”. Most of the public universities highlighted that 
they participated in several European networks, collaborated with many 
associates abroad, and that they would like to become recognized among 
European universities; while on the other hand, some HEIS wanted to 
be recognized as Southeastern European universities. Some institutions 
from Albania, BH, and the FYROM expressed their interest to include 
Turkish students.

Discussion and Conclusions

This exploratory study identified tangible, website data indicating how 
higher education in the Western Balkans (re)images itself by language 
choices in their websites. Also from this data, I could argue that institu-
tions take advantage of the online environment and demonstrate their 
existence in a competitive marketplace.

Almost all of the websites included in this study appeared with logo 
and pictures, and almost all of them seemed to promote their identities 
through the innovative marketing avenues found in the social media. 
This study examined whether those universities included social media 
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platforms without examining how they were presented in those plat-
forms. However, other studies have found that European universities 
have promoted their offerings (courses, research services) via their social 
networks platforms (Asderaki and Maragos 2012) including Canadian 
universities (Belanger et al. 2014), as well as universities from Australia 
and New Zealand (Raciti 2010). The current study suggests that future 
studies especially performed by local researchers (or/and familiar with 
WB languages and alphabet) could possibly investigate more closely how 
Western Balkans universities engage primary stakeholders on popular 
media platforms and what type of conversations and discussion WB uni-
versities initiate.

The current study analyzes English websites in relation to quality and 
exotericism. Data for the period under study (Summer 2014) revealed 
that mostly private HEIs took the advantage to communicate to viewers 
by hosting documents in English. Legitimacy issues concerning private 
higher education institutions in the region remain a concern (Brankovic 
2014, Papadimitriou et al. 2016). The mushrooming of private higher 
education in the region has been discussed in several studies as well 
the notion of quality in those institutions (Brankovic 2014). For legiti-
macy among private HEIs, some of those institutions used the Bologna 
Process; however, Bologna is mostly silent on private higher education. 
Although an analysis of the documents revealed both public and private 
sectors mentioned the Bologna Process, which may indicate the WB’s 
ambition of returning to Europe (Papadimitriou et al. 2015; Rupnik 
1992). Similar explanations could also be the demonstration of several 
signs about quality and European standards hosted in the local HEIs 
websites. It seems that both sectors, especially in English, use words 
such as quality, excellence, innovation, European standards, or Bologna 
Process to reposition themselves—or in other word, they used those 
terms for deBalkanization.

One of the interesting findings, although not surprising, was the fact 
that mostly public universities in the periphery included in their mis-
sion/vision statement the exotericism dimension as well as themes of 
quality. Perhaps universities on the periphery in the region wanted to 
use the translated English websites as a tool to gain prestige or legiti-
macy. On the other hand, urban old universities may have been per-
ceived as “elite” within the region. Students might prefer the urban old 
universities and for that reason, those universities may not have discov-
ered the exotericism purpose and the quality as important parameters to 
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be communicated through university websites. Papadimitriou (2011) 
noted “that quality practices such EUA-IEP adopted mostly in Greek 
peripheral universities to gain prestige and to show that the sleepy 
peripheral university was becoming more Europe-minded (paraphrasing 
DiMaggio and Powell 1991, p. 70),” and she interpreted that phenom-
enon as a “sign of trying to establish legitimacy through mimetic iso-
morphism” (p. 193).

As noted, this study took place during the Summer of 2014; how-
ever, recently (September 2016) I took a quick trip revisiting several 
websites in the region. This quick web-surf revealed that several HEIs in 
the region have updated and changed their websites; most of them were 
using high-quality presentations, and might have hired professionals to 
redesign their websites. However, in 2014, most of the websites hosted 
myriad of colorful pictures. Some of these observed changes might 
reflect how a metamorphosis among universities has emerged as they 
have awakened and taken seriously the benefits of a competitive, modern 
(perhaps more efficiency) website where they include English translated 
homepages, where they host their rankings (if any), locate their facilities 
and their services, and moreover, include areas for future students and 
alumni, all of which are now in English. The current trip demonstrates 
that future research on marketing and branding is needed in the region 
mostly by researchers understanding Western Balkan languages.
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