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Abstract

Background and aim: With the development of new communication technologies, social
networks have attracted the attention of researchers as one of the most effective platforms for
interaction and information exchange in various fields, including education. The use of social
networks in education is one of the new platforms in the field of education. Therefore, the
purpose of this study is to explain the perception of university professors of the nature and
application of social networks in educational processes.

Data and method: This study was conducted with a qualitative approach and
phenomenological method. The statistical population included members of the faculty of Birjand
University, and the sample was selected using purposive sampling method and based on
predetermined criteria. The data collection process continued using semi-structured interviews
until theoretical saturation was achieved. The resulting data were analyzed using coding.

Findings: According to the participants' perceptions, social networks are dynamic and
evolving in nature. According to the professors' perspective, social networks in Iran have
characteristics such as imbalance in use, lack of appropriate infrastructure, and political
interference. Also, according to the professors' perspective, these networks have recreational,
economic, and educational functions. Challenges such as the negative attitude of some professors
and unbalanced use by students were also extracted from other themes. Based on the findings of
this study, it seems necessary to pay attention to solutions such as reviewing policies, the
knowledge management process, building educational culture, developing infrastructure, and
developing clear procedures for the purposeful use of social networks in the higher education
system. Among the educational consequences of social networks, we can mention the
strengthening of intimate relationships, facilitating lifelong learning, and difficulty in knowledge
management.

Conclusion: According to the findings, it can be concluded that the optimal use of social
networks in education requires attention to individual, organizational, cultural, and social
dimensions, and paying attention only to one dimension does not lead to the appropriate use of
this educational procedure.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Social networks were initially designed and developed with the aim of facilitating everyday
communication, content production, and facilitating the dissemination of information among users
in different parts of the world. Although these technologies were not initially designed for academic
and educational purposes, with the expansion of their communication and interactive capacities,
they gradually found a place in the educational space and became an efficient tool in the interaction
between teachers and learners (Galiot et al., 2025 & Fromm et al., 2017). In fact, experience has
shown that teachers and professors have always been in search of using new technologies in order
to improve the quality of learning of their learners (Yumu & Etiok, 2016). In the meantime, the role
of university professors as key elements in guiding the teaching-learning processes is of great
importance; They are not only responsible for designing, guiding, and evaluating educational
processes, but also play a rich, active, and specialized role in utilizing new technologies, such as
social networks. (Alvarez & Smith, 2013) Despite the expansion of the use of social networks in
education and the emphasis of numerous studies on their capabilities and challenges, there is a
significant gap in studies on the in-depth and qualitative analysis of university professors'
perceptions of the nature and function of these networks. In other words, no systematic and
qualitative research has been conducted so far with an approach focused on the lived experience of
faculty members regarding the use of social networks in education. However, understanding
professors' perceptions of this phenomenon can provide an effective platform for developing
technology-based educational strategies and clarify the path of future policymaking in the higher
education system. Therefore, the present study was designed and implemented with the aim of
exploring university professors' perceptions of the nature and use of social networks in the
educational process, using a qualitative approach, to provide a more comprehensive understanding
of this evolving phenomenon.

Methods and Data

The approach of the present research is qualitative and based on phenomenological studies with
a descriptive approach. A phenomenological study describes the meaning of multiple individuals’
lived experiences of a concept or phenomenon. The main goal of phenomenological research is to
provide the researcher with completely descriptive details to determine what understanding these
individuals have of the phenomenon in question (Creswell, 2017). The statistical population of this
study was all professors of Birjand University, one of the universities affiliated with the Ministry of
Science, Research and Technology. Sampling was purposive-criterion-based (the entry criteria were
a minimum academic rank of assistant professor, having 5 years of empirical experience, and
having authorship and teaching experience through social networks) and continued until theoretical
saturation of the data was reached. The sample of the present research included 15 university
professors in the basic sciences, humanities, and technical and engineering departments. Data
collection was carried out using semi-structured interviews. In each interview, the professors'
responses were recorded and written down after the interview.

The data obtained from the interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis at three levels of
basic, organizing, and selected themes. Data analysis was based on the Gyorgy method, which is a
suitable strategy for data analysis in descriptive phenomenology. In the context of validity and
reliability, the Guba & Lincoln (1980) method was used. In the context of validity, the participant
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control method was used. In the context of transferability, the findings were provided to experts. In
the context of reliability, the agreement method between coders was used, and in the context of
confirmability, peer review and feedback were used.

Findings

The findings were categorized into six selected codes, 17 focused codes, and 70 open codes.
Dimensions such as professors' perception of the nature of social networks, characteristics of social
networks in Iran, educational applications, consequences, challenges, and suggested solutions for
educational use of this platform were identified as selected codes. Also, based on the participants'
perception, social networks have a dynamic and evolving nature. According to the professors'
perspective, social networks in Iran have characteristics such as imbalance in use, lack of
appropriate infrastructure, and political interference; also, according to the professors' perspective,
these networks have recreational, economic, and educational functions. Challenges such as the
negative attitude of some professors and unbalanced use by students were also extracted from other
themes. Based on the findings of this study, it seems necessary to pay attention to solutions such as
reviewing policies, the knowledge management process, educational culture, infrastructure
development, and formulating clear procedures for the purposeful use of social networks in the
higher education system. Among the educational consequences of social networks are the
strengthening of intimate relationships, the facilitation of lifelong learning, and the difficulty in
knowledge management.

Conclusion and Discussion

According to the findings, it can be concluded that the optimal use of social networks in
education requires attention to individual, organizational, cultural, and social dimensions, and
paying attention only to one dimension does not lead to the appropriate use of this educational
procedure.
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