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1. background

The practice of public relations in the university world – HEPR, Higher Educa-
tion Public Relations (Warner, 1996; Radock, 1998) – originated according to some 
scholars back in 1643 when for the first time a promotional brochure was published 
by Harvard University (Warner, 1996). In the centuries that followed the first offices 
appeared, also in the United States, that had communication as their function and, 
according to some (Luo, 2009; Pirozek, Heskova, 2003), communication practice in-
volved a one-way propaganda model (Grunig, Hunt, 1984) as a top-down activity, as 
is the case with media relations. In time, and though such asymmetric models con-
tinued to be widespread in universities, there was a shift towards a more horizontal 
approach, traditionally referred to as the two-way symmetrical model (Grunig, Hunt, 
1984). This latter model concentrates on processes and actions aimed at building 
effective relationships based on dialogue and exchanges of views which now social 
networks and the new media strategically tap into (Gordon, Berthow, 2009, Wandel, 
2011). The two-way symmetrical communication also contributes to the excellence 
of public relations activities in key areas (Grunig, Grunig, Dozier, 2002). Numerous 
studies have approached this matter from this perspective and investigated HEPR 
through the framework of relationship marketing (Foskett, 1999; Mazzei, 2000a, 
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2004b) as a paradigm for analysing relations with, for example, the business world, 
(Marzo-Navarro et al., 2009), student recruitment (Vauterin, Linnanen, Marttila 
2011) and the creation of what Helgesen (2008) calls student-value. 

Marketing communication has held a much stronger position in the field of 
Higher Education studies and many studies have been conducted that apply tools 
normally utilised by strategic marketing, such as segmentation and positioning 
(Trim, 2003), thus establishing the discipline of educational marketing (Kotler, Fox, 
1985; Hemsley-Brown, Oplatka, 2006). 

Through the lens of relational marketing and above all through that of the stake-
holder theory (Freeman, 1984) the principal public for the university in terms of pub-
lic relations and communication strategy emerges as the student himself or herself 
(Henderson, 2001). In some university systems the branch of communication that 
addresses the students specifically is called Student Affairs, when they are enrolled, 
and Alumni Relations, when they have graduated but continue to be linked to the 
university community as strategic donors (McClellan, Stringer, 2009).

A polymorphic entity, the university student is continuously the object of defini-
tions and analyses that see some researchers seeking to grasp their main character-
istics as citizens (Sharrock, 2000) and as customer-drivers (Baldwin, 1994, Grandi-
netti, 2001; Modell, 2005). In this latter sense there have been a number of academics 
who have been critical and have been concerned about the fact that there has been an 
excessive commercialisation and marketization of university institutions (Pine, Gil-
more, 2000; Kirp, 2003; Bok, 2003). Another way of perceiving student, examining 
him or her as principal and strategic stakeholder, is that of participation. The student 
is here seen as an active partner, particularly from the point of view of identity and 
of promotion (Baccarani, 1995), as co-innovator, co-producer and creator (Tapscott, 
Williams, 2006). Washbrun and Petroshius (2004) put forward a case in which some 
students on the marketing management course of the University of Tampa in Florida 
drew up a marketing plan in collaboration with the university’s enrolment office. Ben-
efits were reaped both by the students, who, thanks to the experiential team-based 
group (Wynd, 1989) improved their competences and skills, and by the institution 
itself which at a zero cost obtained a useful tool for communication management. 
Another example of participatory communication at the university has been seen in 
the university of Macerata in Italy, where lecturers and students from different facul-
ties and disciplines exchanged views at university publicity workshops as promoted 
by its Students Affairs Office, giving rise to a series of effective and original advertis-
ing and promotional campaigns (Papakristo, 2010).

Participation and involvement are particularly important in relation to Total 
Quality Management. Cua, McKone, and Schroeder (2001) suggested, among the 
nine common TQM practices identified in their six empirical case studies, the in-
volvement of customers and their feedback as principal factors for success. The 
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guidance and orientation of the customer and his or her satisfaction is one of the car-
dinal principles of Total Quality Management which provides for a total approach to 
quality management in all of its aspects, including the total effect of the relationship 
between the institution and the student in each university’s specific case. An inter-
esting perspective was introduced by Pine (2000) who saw lecturers and professors 
as product-managers who must take due account of customer satisfaction in a clear 
TQM framework (Feigenbaum, 1983). This was also the perspective assumed by In-
vernizzi (1999) and Mazzei (2000) who saw the development of university commu-
nication in terms of improvements to the services provided. There have also been 
numerous studies that apply a TQM perspective to the university as an organisation 
in which the quality culture may be implemented (Bailey, Bennet, 1996; Testa, 1996; 
Vezzana, 1997) and where specific tools such as the quality cycle (Ishikawa, 1985) 
can be used to analyse performance in the production of graduates (Christensen, 
Elroy, 2011). Customer satisfaction surveys have also been carried out, while iden-
tifying customer focus among the various university stakeholders, with the primary 
concentration being on the students themselves (Bechis, Biancone, Bollani, 2007). 
The customer of a university organisation, considered as a non-profit institution, 
may thus be an active partner or contributor (Sperlich, Spraul, 2007) whose satis-
faction remains a central element for crucial organisational strategies directed to-
wards TQM processes. Other interesting studies address the theme of communica-
tion and health service quality taking co-creation as one of the key factors (Ugolini, 
2009; Baccarani, Ugolini, Bonfanti, 2010) and, in the specific field of higher educa-
tion services, service marketing in relation to the dropping-out phenomenon (Ugo-
lini, 2009; Testa, Ugolini, 2010).

A complete and solid customer satisfaction can be obtained not only through 
the quality of the product and of the services, but also by communication process. 
The theory of horizontal communication proposed by Beltràn (1976, 2005) offers 
an interesting frame of reference by putting forward the idea of participated com-
munication briefly introduced in the pages above. By this Beltràn means not only 
free access to communication resources by all members of a community but also 
the process of common construction of meaning through such free access, dialogue 
and participation (Beltràn, 2005). Such tools and such processes can also be found in 
the communication model traditionally known as the two-way symmetrical model 
(Grunig, Hunt, 1984), which differs in that the concept of ‘ownership’ of participa-
tory communication becomes particularly relevant. Here it is the community that 
takes over the reins and the communication is primarily generated from the bottom 
(Hodges, McGrath, 2011, p. 95). On the same theme, the role of the communica-
tor or the public relations practitioner turns into that of communication intermedi-
ary concerned with the provision of information and with “providing a platform for 
multiple perspectives, advocacy, facilitating interaction and stimulating discussion, 
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and assisting in process of mutual learning” (Wolfe, 2006, p.11 in Hodges, McGrath, 
2011, p. 98). Through the participation and dialogue process it is therefore possible 
to build something in which the community spirit is elevated by common values 
and objectives. The value of the information received by the institution is also de-
termined by the community, for example, which in the case of the university attains 
a high level of interest as long as the information process is successfully undertaken 
and is effective in reputation terms.

Such affirmations bring us to the concept of community which, in our specific 
area of study, is especially interesting insofar as it regards a project for the involve-
ment of the student body through the setting up and running of a university web 
radio, or net radio (Baker, 2010). It should be noted that the radio has always been 
considered a community medium (Scifo, 2007, Perrotta, 2005; Cavallo, 2009). 

Still on the subject of community, some interesting research studies have inves-
tigated the specific function of Community Relations – seen by some scholars as an 
emergent sub-function of Corporate Communications (Cornelissen, 2011) – in the 
university context (Kim, Brunner, Fitch-Hauser, 2006). In relation specifically to 
participatory communication, Marsee (1973) identified the presence or absence of 
student media as an important factor when assessing the effectiveness of communi-
cation strategies from the point of view of community and dialogue. 

Catching the ear of those to whom the message is addressed becomes a strategic 
factor in a communication process (Baccarani, 2002) and if after obtaining the atten-
tion of the listener his or her participation is also obtained through co-ideation and 
co-creation, the results could indeed be very positive as our study will seek to show. 

2. The study – methodology

This research is based on the case study of FAN, the web radio of Verona univer-
sity, a project that was begun in 2002 by the internal Communication Office with the 
aim of involving students in university communication, and on an online survey sup-
plied to the members of web radio editorial staff as principal recipients of the project 
and first person players in the participated communication process. It is a single ex-
plorative study (Yin, 2009) aiming to analyse a new and as yet not fully investigated 
phenomenon in order to draw up hypotheses that can provide a platform for future 
studies. The method involved specifically adopting a mix of qualitative and quantita-
tive parameters. When investigating the effectiveness of the participative communi-
cation project the unit of analysis adopted was the editorial staff of FAN (N=47) and 
its configurations during the academic year 2011-212. The sample may be considered 
representative insofar as it takes in the whole body of active editors. In the period 
from 22nd May to 3rd June 2012 a questionnaire of twelve questions was submitted 
to the 47 email addresses of the active editors. The questionnaire was sent with an 
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explanatory message from those engaged in the research through the role of the ra-
dio Station Manager since an email sent from nameless individuals could have been 
negatively received by many of the students. The result was very positive since 40 stu-
dents replied to the questionnaire (n=40), a response rate of 85.11%.

The case study will be introduced and explained in the next paragraph while the 
results of the survey will be given in paragraph 4, followed by the conclusions and 
possible future study areas suggested by the results obtained (anyone interested in 
seeing the Questionnaire may ask the authors for a copy).

3. The case study: fuori Aula Network

University radio appeared for the first time in Italy in 1999 with the so-called 
Facoltà di Frequenza project.

The first campus radio originated in the 1920s in the United States (Hilliard, Keith, 
2001). College radio can be found in many universities the world over and really 
took off in Italy in the years 2006 to 2008; as of now there are around 36 active radio 
stations in as many different universities. Studies of the phenomenon are however 
much thinner on the ground (Perrotta, 2005; Cavallo, 2009).

Unlike in the United States, where college radio stations are considered auxiliary 
enterprises, (Sauls, 2000) analogous to the University Press’s projects, capable both of 
providing services and of being financially self-sustaining. Their economic value, in 
the context of a world economic crisis, is strategic and for some universities the sale 
of these frequencies has been inevitable. There have been some, although few and 
far between it has to be said, studies of the subject (Poole, 1989) which have concen-
trated on examining the phenomenon through the lenses of customer satisfaction 
and marketing positioning, while the role of college radio in the United States is no-
table for its special nature and is seen as a strategic tool for educational marketing.

One feature of university media is their specifically educational and social na-
ture especially in regard to their audience. Another feature is the sharing of values 
and missions (Sauls, 2000; Scifo, 2007; Gordon, 2012). One peculiarity of the phe-
nomenon in Italy is that it is principally online, due both to financial and bureau-
cratic reasons, since unlike in other countries such as the USA and the UK (Sauls, 
2000; Gordon, 2012) there is no legislation facilitating and safeguarding non-profit 
educational radio.

The birth of the Italian university radio was principally promoted by the institu-
tions themselves while they now base the issue of human and financial sustainability 
on voluntary involvement and associationism, with just rare but nevertheless interest-
ing cases of cooperation between universities and entrepreneurial radio management. 

The so-called Fuori Aula project came about as a strategic action of the Commu-
nication Office of Verona University in 2002 when an open meeting called “Ateneo 
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on the air” was held with the students aimed at initiating a process for the establish-
ment of a university radio station. Dozens of students attended the meeting includ-
ing some who would become co-founders of the incipient radio service. In the years 
from 2002 to 2005 the project was coordinated by the Communication Office in part-
nership with a local editorial group that included, among others, Radio Verona and 
a local television company called Telearena, with the result that different language 
and media approaches could be experimented with. The ever larger student-partner 
editorial staff gradually committed itself to the issues and production processes spe-
cific to radio and television. Running in parallel to this, a group of students coor-
dinated by university staff, working closely with the Communication Office, set up 
the e-magazine “Fuori Aula web”, completing the project’s wider aim of establishing 
a truly participated multimedia platform. In 2004 the radio staff, leaving the role of 
the local broadcaster’s host, proposed an original format called Fuori Aula which was 
thought up and produced completely independently, with the constant supervision 
of the Communication Office.

Between the end of 2004 and the start of 2005 the idea of setting up an independ-
ent radio was formed. Thus in March 2005 the web radio Fuori Aula Network was 
born – from this point on referred to simply as FAN. At first it was located in the 
basement of a faculty and built with the technical support of the internal informa-
tion technology services. In 2007 the web radio moved to the strategic location of 
the “Polo Zanotto”, home to a number of humanities faculties and the university’s 
Aula Magna. 

Among several important changes the radio embraced a 24/24 and 7/7 formula, 
podcasts were used as an essential feature of the network radio and a cooperative 
society, called “White” was brought into existence. The cooperative was the idea of 
some of the senior students involved in the project and had as its main aim the draw-
ing up of a specific agreement with the university to ensure that FAN would have 
a continuity of management and the opportunity to develop independently of the 
original project itself. Indeed the incubation period of the project had by that time, 
also in view of the change of governance of the Communication Office, come to be 
regarded as having been concluded. 

It is, finally, interesting to note that in October 2008 a radio language laboratory 
was set up as a free educational activity directed at Communication science students, 
the natural users of the laboratory, which became a reference point for the training 
of new radio broadcasting editors. As testimony to how FAN has been a fully par-
ticipated and participatory project, the Laboratory lecturers are ex radio editors who 
have subsequently graduated and become engaged in national radio broadcasting, 
as well as staff from the original Communication Office. 

Interesting and useful aspects that emerge from this case study in relation to the 
aims of the research include the role of the Communication Office as incubator and 
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as participatory ‘communication intermediary’ (Hodges, McGrath, 2011, p. 98), 
and the manner in which the project has opened to all the university’s teaching and 
administrative departments with real community and egalitarian impetus. It has 
evolved in the direction of a self-sustaining entrepreneurial form through which the 
student becomes a strong and independent partner and a meaningful co-producer.

With this perspective in mind, and in order to better understand the impact that 
the project has had on the participating students and what prospects have opened up 
for strategic university communication, an online survey was carried out.

4. The survey: findings and discussion

The aim of the opening question (see figure 1) was to examine the representative 
sample’s reasons for their involvement. The result enabled us to immediately identify 
what was to become a recurrent factor, that is the value of the FAN project in terms 
of the acquisition of radio language and professional skills. Over a half of those re-
sponding said that their main motivating factor was the desire to learn something 
practical and tangible. It seemed that from the outset the participatory impulse in 
relation to the world of the university by joining the FAN project was a matter of 
primary importance (35%). The lack of appeal (at 0%) of the promotional commu-
nication aims of the university was also interesting, where these were not regarded 
as a sufficiently valid motivation for involvement.

figure 1. Why did you choose to take part in fAN (choose one answer only)?
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Still in the area of the educational and training aspect, one of the founding char-
acteristics of university media, almost all of the respondents said that taking part in 
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FAN could add something to their CVs and the acquisition of professional and techni-
cal skills in particular played an important role (Figure 2). The analysis of the answers 
on the educative aspects of FAN shows that many referred to the measurable, tangible 
experience that can be seen and be counted in terms of the number of episodes aired, 
and can be referred to FAN at every job interview they would do. Among the adjectives 
most often used to describe the experience “direct and practical” stand out, as well as 
the references to professional skills, as in: “I learnt how to do a job” or “FAN is a work-
shop, an essential training ground” where, as in the artisans’ craft workshops, “you have 
to buckle down and learn how to do everything”, where professional skills are acquired 
because FAN “works and thinks like a major national radio broadcaster, requiring 
commitment, constancy and precision, all things that you need in the world of work”.

The professionally educative aspect is viewed as useful in terms of a future career 
but also, albeit in lower percentage terms, in relation to the development of personal 
and human experience. 10% of the respondents who did not view FAN as useful in 
terms of CV-building explained that this was due to the lack of general awareness in 
Italy of the phenomenon of university radio.

figure 2. Do you think fAN is a valid Cv-building tool?
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It was interesting to see how participation in FAN changed the students’ percep-
tions of the role and the potential of radio in relation to the needs of institutional 
communication and promotion. As we have seen, this aspect wasn’t among the prin-
cipal motivating factors for choosing to get involved with FAN (Figure 1), not be-
ing on the agenda of students’ interests. However, once involved, they came to un-
derstand the potential of the medium both for the university’s internal and external 
communications (Figure 3). A little more than one student out of ten (12, 5% of the 
respondent sample) felt that the radio was not a tool for institutional communica-
tion, because it represented mostly the student voice. 
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figure 3. Do you feel that fAN is a valid tool for institutional communication?
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While many perceive the potential of the participated project as a strategic tool 
for integrated communication, in the specific case (Figure 4) 54.3% felt that exter-
nal communication was more effective than its internal counterpart. Web radio thus 
comes within the category of activities carried out by a university to promote itself 
to external stakeholders with a clear predisposition to marketing communications 
and to anything that would help to enhance its reputation.

figure 4.  If you answered “yes”, do you feel that it is a more effective instrument 
for internal or for external communication (choose only one answer)?
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The experience of FAN in relation to the perception of the university institu-
tion turned out to be a crucial question (Figure 5) to our study as it set the dynam-
ics of the institution against that of the FAN students. The perception, in particular, 
of the institution of the university was modified by a change factor determined by 
personal participation in FAN, where the participants were proactive, becoming at 
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times an integral part of the institution itself. There was thus a change in connota-
tion not only from the direction of the gaze but also by virtue of the participation 
itself, where students held a certain position in the organisation and through the 
work carried out in FAN.

A continuum can be traced with a total void being perceived between the insti-
tution of the university and FAN at one pole. 22.4 % of interviewees had no percep-
tion of any change because of the perceived deep distance between the university 
as a microcosm existing in itself, and the radio as “a student thing”. For these the 
actual experience of FAN would not appear to have changed this view. There were 
also those for whom, albeit in relatively low numbers, the perception changed neg-
atively insofar as a neutral perspective turned into a negative one, where what was 
originally a neutral view of the institution degenerated through the experience of 
FAN to a feeling that the university was distant from the students, failing to grasp 
the opportunities represented by student participation. At the opposite pole of this 
continuum were those for whom there was a radical positive change in the percep-
tion of the institution, perceived as being ever closer to them. The two stances are 
summed up by the following two statements: “The experience of FAN has changed 
my perception of the institution of the university negatively because I have unfor-
tunately found that the institution has no particular interest in activities parallel to 
university coursework, which are however in reality very useful and important in 
ensuring students experience their time at university with a more critical and ac-
tive attitude” and “I think that the experience of FAN has changed my perception 
of the institution of the university because it is a live experience where students are 
able to explore their own abilities in the first person. When thinking about Italian 
universities you have a whole series of notions without ever personally being prac-
tically involved with the subjects. FAN is above all a way of taking an active part in 
university life, involving those people who are part of it and are who actively a part 
of the various projects and activities offered by the university. I feel that FuoriAul-
aNetwork was primarily set up for all those students who want to be kept informed 
about university life and who want to grasp every opportunity offered in a present, 
functional and practical manner”.

Those who responded that there had been a positive change in their perceptions of 
the institution of the university (77,5%) explained their reasons for this as an oppor-
tunity acquire skills, especially in the area of communications, through FAN, where 
FAN became a wholly valid extension to the academic and educational provisions 
offered by the university. It could be described as an internship within the bounds 
of the university, a de facto meeting point between the institutions, the press and 
communications office of the university and the students themselves, so that, as one 
student put it “The relationship between the integrated Communication Office of 
the university is useful for the students and for the broadcasting editorial staff. The 
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students can be quickly kept informed of events and projects going on at the uni-
versity, while the editors learn to work in contact with an institutional press office”.

When giving their reasons for the changes in their attitudes, others stress the im-
portance of the emotional connotations, with the university becoming humanised 
though the work of FAN which make it feel like home where “living with the radio 
has enabled me to understand that the university is not just a dispenser of marks and 
educational credits, but also a huge and essential support that is very easy to carry 
around with you, even for the whole of your life to come”.

In this continuum of those who experienced a positive change in their perception 
of the university there is a graph that rises to a climax in terms of the weight attrib-
uted to their own participation, which resulted in a change to a different and more 
positive image of the institution. At the apex of the climax some of the responses 
emphasised a profound emotional impact, as if an almost visionary experience: “Be-
cause it made me see that there is a current of persons who know how to get up and 
move towards a common goal within the university” or “Because there are people 
like me that act with all their heart to follow a dream, not through books but in real 
life” and again “Because it has opened up paths for me where before I was never even 
aware that they existed”.

figure 5.  Do you feel that your experience of fAN has changed your perception 
of the institution of the university?
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75% of the sample responded that student participation in university communi-
cation projects could be regarded in general as strategic, while for a quarter of re-
spondents this was not a priority, though nobody regarded it as of no use at all. This 
overall response was consistent with the investigation’s findings. There was however 
a group, varying from 10 to 25% of the interviewees, that felt that the participation of 
students in FAN was remote and distant from the institution of the university itself. 
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When asked “Would you repeat the experience given the choice?”, a question typ-
ically encountered in customer satisfaction surveys, a high percentage of students 
replied that they would. This means that from a TQM perspective the customer-
students were satisfied to the point of saying that they would repeat the experience 
and if, in the words of Ishikawa “the first concern of the company is the happiness of 
people who are connected with it” (1985, p. 97), then Verona University has achieved 
an important objective. 

Looking at the figures in detail, it can be seen that while 97.5% of interviewees 
gave an affirmative response there were, once again, differences in motivations, with 
the main divide being between those relating to personal growth and those driven by 
educational and professional concerns. In response to this part of the questionnaire, 
too, FAN embodied a distinction between two possible values attributable to the de-
gree as personal goal. At least four of the interviewees made it quite clear that for them 
without FAN their degree certificate would have been just a bit of paper while the ex-
perience of FAN meant that it was associated with the acquisition of skills and the dis-
covery of personal qualities adjudged as highly significant for their future working life 
and not only for that. Emblematic of this attitude was the reply from one interviewee: 
“Because FAN has the same role for the students as sport has for others. In the uni-
versity the radio provides a stimulus, it is a search. It leads you to study beyond what 
is strictly required in a wholly voluntary and accommodating way. The radio has ab-
solutely opened my mind”. Just one person, or 2.5% of the sample, said that he would 
not repeat the experience, giving such reasons as the atmosphere in the editorial en-
vironment and the way those involved worked together. The students interviewed felt 
they were part of a community as participants (Figure 6), as partners acting on equal 
terms with other players in the university organisation, while a slightly lower number 
of 30% saw themselves as co-producers, 35% stressed the participatory communica-
tion aspect and a similar percentage saw themselves as co-innovators. 

figure 6. Student types
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None of the interviewees referred to themselves as ‘customers’, emphasising the 
fact they did not perceive themselves, or wished to be regarded, in commercial terms.

It comes as no surprise that 90% of the sample group felt that the role of the ra-
dio, their role, where they had just described themselves as co-innovators, co-pro-
ducers and partners, could be crucial in making the university more competitive. 
The students highlighted different factors of various natures in relation to how the 
radio could provide a competitive edge to the university. In terms of internal and 
external university marketing the students felt that the experience of FAN could be 
beneficial, on the one hand, in forging participation links, facilitating student in-
volvement, and, on the other hand, in offering a new and practical educational and 
skill acquisition platform, in tune with student hopes and aspirations. A university 
that stimulates creativity favours the development of social consciousness among its 
students. According to the respondents, the competitive advantage, however, should 
also be employed externally to raise the university’s visibility and emphasise Verona 
university’s uniqueness, even as far as to ensure its success in obtaining European 
funding. Student participation through FAN not only renders the university more 
competitive but also adds effectiveness to university communications, being in fact 
the leading factor in adding to its effectiveness, followed by the emotive and original 
impact that university communication must have, in the eyes of the responds, for it 
to achieve excellence. It is coincidence that participation and emotivity are the salient 
and identifying features of the product formulated in FAN’s innovative laboratory.

The 10% that felt that the radio did not amount to a useful instrument for ren-
dering the university more competitive, explained that their view was based on the 
low levels of awareness of and importance given in Italy to university radio, with the 
same argument being made by the 10% who did not feel that FAN was useful for 
their CV-building (Figure 2).

figure 7. The effectiveness of university communications
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When asked by the questionnaire to say what FAN represents, a synthesis was 
found of what had previously emerged, with a number of comments that are worthy 
of further consideration. The aspect relating to the gaining of professional experience 
and skills, which obtained the greatest number of semantic group repetitions, coex-
ists on a par with those replies that define the characteristics of the experience itself, 
i.e. with the defining terms of ‘creative’ and ‘innovative’, as well as, to stay within the 
same semantic area, “lively”, “intelligent” and “a crucible of ideas”. Some went a step 
further to describe the experience also as unique, musical and as a free experience of 
self-management. References to the relational and participatory value of a “shared”, 
“family like” and “fun” experience were recurring just a  little less frequently. The 
negative descriptions referred in their greater part to the low levels of consideration 
in which FAN was held, resulting in its being “undervalued and unexpressed” or, in 
just one case, “static”.

5. Conclusions: questions and directions for future research

One fact that emerges from the survey is a kind of spontaneous candidature on 
the part of these students to support the institution and its communications, founded 
on an educative process that some even describe as a process providing professional 
training and emotional rewards insofar as a generator of meaning (Weick, 1979). 
The students attending FAN have seen themselves as partners, certainly, (Baccarani, 
1995) but above all as co-innovators and co-producers within the university which, 
to be more competitive, could make best use of a tool like university radio both to 
the benefit of the students themselves and to that of the organisation, all too often 
regarded as being distant or absent. The students are partners to production and to 
the innovation creation process; they could be described with a neologism as ‘co-
provators’ where the elements of partnership, production and innovation are all con-
sidered on equal terms. 

This new person actively contributes to communications which are in this case 
shared and dialogue-based in a  two-way symmetrical model in accordance with 
Grunig and Hunt (1984) and therefore excellently adapted to and strategically im-
portant for an organisation like a university. According to the responses submitted 
by the students this strategic aspect would permit the university to be more com-
petitive by gaining greater visibility and through the employment of modern lan-
guage as adopted by its young users. The view of the co-provators in relation to ef-
fective and strategic communications also, as has been said, contains an element 
of emotivity and experience as an ingredient for success, confirming the initial hy-
pothesis. The opinion of the users is therefore very positive towards a university 
that adopts participatory models of communication. If, moreover, the emotional 
contribution is repaid by the acquisition of professional skills that can be usefully 
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applied on the market, user satisfaction is very high, with 90% quite sure that they 
would repeat the experience. 

The radio thus affords practical work experience, acts as an emotional bonding 
agent, and is also an effective instrument of communication, primarily for external 
communications, which is even capable of changing the users’ perceptions of the or-
ganisation. It amounts then to a powerful tool worthy of investigation by means of 
interviews and surveys to be put to the staff of the university communications chan-
nels that have created and tried out university radios. This will lead to an understand-
ing of the level of awareness and of strategic planning involved and show what reper-
cussions this instrument may have for the reputation of the organisation as a whole.

This latter question offers interesting and stimulating perspectives for future re-
search in its managerial and organisational aspects. A further study would also be 
needed on the customer satisfaction question, in view of the achievement of univer-
sity objectives, as illustrated by the high satisfaction levels encountered by the insti-
tution with the FAN project.

Since this has been the first and an original examination of the Italian manifes-
tation of the phenomenon, the prospects for further research and studies are wide-
ranging and suggest continued inquiry into the manner of participatory communi-
cation in education, in universities, and how it impacts institutional communication 
strategies. Another area of research that suggests itself is a comparative national and 
international study to identify general and specific characteristics in relation to the 
communicative value itself as well as any economic value in terms of competitive 
advantages accruing to the universities. FAN is today a spin-off phenomenon that 
according to its users/staff, co-provators, plays a strategic role by permitting the ac-
tual implementation of participated communication. 

A limitation to this study is that it is of a single case while the practical implica-
tions that flow from the results of the survey lead us back to tangible institutional 
communication strategies that many universities could adopt or develop in the light 
of the positive responses obtained from the students-users.
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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to investigate university communication through a participatory 
communication project. It is essentially an explorative Italian case study of “FAN”, the Fuori 
Aula Network or the University of Verona web-radio, which started in 2002, and a survey 
submitted to the radio’s student editorial staff (N=47, n=40), where the relationship between 
students and the institution emerges as mediated and enhanced thanks to a participative process 
that helps to make the university communication process more effective and strategic. The 
study, using a participatory and horizontal communication perspective (Beltràn, 1993a, 2005b; 
Hodges, McGrath, 2011), explores the experience of students who are independent and strong 
protagonists - co-provators - of the university communication (Kotler, Fox, 1995; Kirp, 2003).
In recent years, universities have become more and more competitive and have adopted 
various marketing communications models (Kotler, Fox, 1995; Kirp, 2003) with a relational 
approach towards their most important stakeholders: students (Foskett, 1999; Mazzei, 2000). 
Students, then, assume various roles but always largely primary: as partners (Baccarani, 1995), 
co-creators (Cheney, 1997) and co-innovators (Tapscott, Williams, 2006). The ‘customer/
student’ satisfaction, born by an engagement based on a two-way symmetrical model (Grunig, 
Hunt 1984; Hall, Becker, 2003; Luo, 2009), becomes a strategic driver, also in a Total Quality 
Management perspective (Sperlich, Spraul, 2007; Testa, Ugolini, 2010).
This research is original because it analyzes communication relationships between the university 
and students through a new medium, a university web-radio, which is a recent phenomenon 
in Italy (Perrotta, 2005; Cavallo, 2009); practical implications are related to the use of similar 
experiences in non-educational contexts and to the possibility of generating academic spin-offs. 

Key words: university communication, participatory communication, 
two-way symmetrical model, customer satisfaction
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KOMUNIKACJA PARTyCyPACyJNA. STUDIUM 
PRZyPADKU: fUORI AULA NETWORK, RADIO 
INTERNETOWE PRZy UNIWERSyTECIE WEROńSKIM

Streszczenie

Celem niniejszej pracy jest zbadanie komunikacji uniwersyteckiej na podstawie projektu 
dotyczącego komunikacji partycypacyjnej. Jest to włoskie studium badawcze dotyczące 
„FAN”, Fuori Aula Network, czyli internetowego radia przy Uniwersytecie w Weronie. Zostało 
ono rozpoczęte w roku 2002. Jego częścią był pomiar przeprowadzony wśród studenckiego 
personelu radiostacji (N=47, n=40), z którego wyniknęło, że relacja między studentami 
a instytucją okazała się być wzmocniona dzięki procesowi partycypacyjnemu, który pozwolił 
na zwiększenie wydajności i strategicznego znaczenia komunikacji uniwersyteckiej. Studium, 
przy użyciu partycypacyjnego i horyzontalnego podejścia (Beltràn, 1993a, 2005b; Hodges, 
McGrath, 2011), bada studentów, którzy są niezależnymi i silnymi zwolennikami uniwersy-
teckiej komunikacji.
W ostatnich czasach uniwersytety stały się bardziej konkurencyjne i przyjęły różne modele 
komunikacji marketingowej (Kotler, Fox, 1995; Kirp, 2003), stosując relacyjne podejście do 
ich najważniejszych interesariuszy: studentów (Foskett, 1999; Mazzei, 2000). Zatem studenci 
przyjmują różne role, ale zawsze są one pierwszorzędne: jako partnerzy (Baccarani, 1995), 
współtwórcy (Cheney, 1997) i nowatorzy (Tapscott, Williams, 2006). Satysfakcja „studenta/
klienta”, powstała na skutek umowy opartej na dwustronnym modelu symetrycznym (Grunig, 
Hunt 1984; Hall, Becker, 2003; Luo, 2009), staje się strategicznym motorem napędowym 
również z perspektywy modelu totalnego zarządzania jakością (Sperlich, Spraul, 2007; Testa, 
Ugolini, 2010).
Niniejsze badanie jest jedyne w swoim rodzaju, gdyż analizuje relacje komunikacyjne między 
uniwersytetem a studentami poprzez nowe medium, jakim jest uniwersyteckie radio inter-
netowe, które we Włoszech jest nowym zjawiskiem (Perrotta, 2005; Cavallo, 2009). Praktyczne 
implikacje tego projektu odnoszą się do wykorzystania podobnych doświadczeń w kontek-
stach nieedukacyjnych oraz do możliwości wygenerowania akademickich adaptacji tego 
projektu.

Słowa kluczowe: komunikacja uniwersytecka, komunikacja 
partycypacyjna, dwustronny model symetryczny, satysfakcja klienta
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