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    Abstract: This study explored how students’ experiences within social media-based digital communities support postgraduate students at the University of Ghana, where academic pressure and social isolation are common. Through semi-structured interviews with 18 students active on WhatsApp, Telegram, and LinkedIn, the research found that these platforms offer academic, informational, technical, and emotional support via resource sharing, collaborative problem-solving, networking, and peer encouragement. Participants reported improved research engagement, skill development, and reduced loneliness, particularly in relation to thesis writing, proposals, exams, and academic networking. Although limited to one institution and focused mainly on research-related activities, the findings highlight the value of low-cost, accessible digital peer networks in resource-constrained settings. The study contributes to Open and Distance Learning (ODL) by demonstrating how such communities can enhance learner retention, connectedness, and well-being, offering practical insights for strengthening informal support systems in higher education beyond the Ghanaian context.
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    Introduction

  
  Postgraduate study is academically demanding and often characterised by research uncertainty, social isolation, limited supervisory interaction, and psychological stress. While universities provide formal support through supervision and academic advising, these mechanisms frequently fail to meet students’ broader academic, informational, technical, and emotional needs. Consequently, postgraduate students increasingly rely on digital communities, including WhatsApp, Telegram, LinkedIn, and other online platforms, as informal sources of support that complement institutional learning environments. 


Digital communities provide opportunities for peer learning, collaborative problem-solving, information exchange, networking, and emotional encouragement. Previous studies have shown that participation in such communities enhances academic engagement, belonging, collaboration, and psychological well-being. These outcomes correspond to the principal variables examined in this study: digital communities (independent variable), informal support, academic engagement and psychological well-being (dependent variables).


This study was guided by the Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) framework (Borup et al., 2020), which explains how engagement develops through interactions within formal institutional communities and informal personal communities. Within this framework, digital communities function as informal support systems that promote cognitive, behavioural, and affective engagement through academic collaboration, resource sharing, and peer interaction. The framework therefore provides an appropriate lens for examining how digital communities influence postgraduate students’ academic engagement and psychological well-being. 


Literature Review

Recent studies demonstrate that digital communities facilitate knowledge sharing, academic collaboration, professional networking, and emotional support, thereby improving student engagement and persistence (Borup et al., 2020; Huang et al., 2023; Lister et al., 2024; Spring et al., 2024). However, existing evidence is dominated by studies conducted in North America, Europe, and Asia, with comparatively limited empirical evidence from African higher education, particularly regarding postgraduate students.


Within Ghana, previous research has largely focused on technology adoption, distance education, and digital inclusion rather than examining how postgraduate students utilise digital communities as informal support systems. Consequently, little is known about the forms of support these communities provide or how they influence students’ academic engagement and psychological well-being. Addressing this gap is important because postgraduate learners frequently experience research-related isolation and limited access to timely academic and psychosocial support.


Accordingly, this study explored how digital communities functioned as informal support systems for postgraduate students at the University of Ghana. Specifically, it sought to:


	identify the types of digital communities used by postgraduate students;

	examine the forms of support provided through these communities; and

	explore how participation influenced students’ academic engagement and psychological well-being.



The findings contribute to the growing literature on digital learner support, while offering practical implications for higher education institutions and Open and Distance Learning systems seeking to strengthen accessible and sustainable learner support mechanisms.


Methods

Research Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative descriptive research design to explore how digital communities function as informal support systems for postgraduate students at the University of Ghana. A qualitative descriptive approach was appropriate because the study sought to obtain rich, straightforward accounts of participants’ experiences without imposing highly interpretive theoretical explanations (Doyle et al., 2020; Sandelowski, 2000). The design enabled an in-depth understanding of how postgraduate students engage with digital communities and how these interactions shape their academic engagement and psychological well-being.


Population and Sample

The study population comprised postgraduate students enrolled at the University of Ghana who actively participated in digital communities for academic or social support. Purposive criterion sampling was employed to recruit information-rich participants who met two inclusion criteria: (i) current enrolment in a postgraduate programme at the University of Ghana, and (ii) active participation in at least one digital community, such as WhatsApp, Telegram, LinkedIn, Microsoft Teams, or Google Meet, within the previous three months. Active participation referred to regularly seeking or providing academic support, sharing resources, or engaging in discussions.


Eighteen postgraduate students participated in the study. The sample included master’s and doctoral students from diverse disciplines, including Adult Education and Human Resource Studies, Human Resource Development, Financial Risk Management, Development Education, Psychology, and Education. Participants represented different stages of postgraduate study, including coursework, proposal development, data collection, and thesis writing, thereby providing diverse perspectives on digital community engagement. Data collection continued until thematic saturation was achieved at the eighteenth interview, when no substantially new information emerged (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022).


Data Collection Tools and Trustworthiness

Data were collected using a semi-structured interview guide designed around the study objectives and informed by the Academic Communities of Engagement (ACE) framework. The interview questions explored the types of digital communities participants used, the forms of support received, and the perceived influence of these communities on academic engagement and psychological well-being. The semi-structured format enabled consistency across interviews while allowing participants to elaborate on their experiences.


In qualitative research, trustworthiness is established through credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability rather than statistical measures of reliability and validity. To enhance credibility, member checking was undertaken by allowing participants to clarify aspects of their responses where necessary. Peer debriefing was also conducted to strengthen the consistency of coding and interpretation. Dependability and confirmability were enhanced through the maintenance of an audit trail documenting methodological and analytical decisions, while reflexive journaling was used to acknowledge and minimise potential researcher bias. Thick descriptions of the research context and participants were provided to support the transferability of the findings (Haq et al., 2023; Noble & Smith, 2025).


Procedure for Data Collection and Analysis

Participants were recruited through departmental WhatsApp groups, Telegram forums, academic discussion platforms, and peer referrals. After obtaining informed consent, semi-structured interviews were conducted via telephone and WhatsApp calls. Each interview lasted approximately 30-40 minutes and was audio-recorded with the participants’ permission.


Audio recordings were transcribed verbatim and analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2022) reflexive thematic analysis. Analysis followed six stages: familiarisation with the data, initial coding, theme development, theme review, theme definition and naming, and report writing. Coding was primarily inductive, allowing themes to emerge from participants’ narratives while remaining conceptually informed by the ACE framework. The analysis generated three overarching themes relating to the types of digital communities used, the forms of support provided, and their influence on academic engagement and psychological well-being.


Ethical approval was obtained before data collection commenced. Participants provided informed consent and were assured of confidentiality and anonymity. Pseudonyms were used throughout the analysis and reporting, audio recordings were stored securely, and no identifiable information relating to participants or their digital communities was disclosed. The lead researcher's positionality as a postgraduate educator was acknowledged through continuous reflexive journaling to minimise potential bias. 


Table 1 presents the demographic and academic profile of the participants.


Table 1: Profile of Participants
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Findings

Research Objective 1: Types of Digital Communities Used by Postgraduate Students

Participants reported engaging in a diverse range of digital communities for academic communication, collaboration and professional networking. These communities were grouped into four categories.


Instant Messaging Platforms


WhatsApp and Telegram were the most frequently mentioned platforms. Participants explained that these platforms supported day-to-day academic discussions, sharing learning resources, disseminating announcements and obtaining immediate peer support:


I use mostly WhatsApp and Telegram ... (P 10)

Several participants described WhatsApp as the primary communication platform because of its accessibility and widespread adoption within postgraduate programmes.


Video Conferencing Platforms


Participants also relied on Microsoft Teams and Google Meet to participate in virtual meetings, research discussions and collaborative learning:


The platform that I mostly use is Microsoft Teams. I became involved in these digital communities at the workplace. (P 3)

Unlike instant messaging platforms, these tools enabled synchronous engagement during seminars, proposal discussions and group meetings.


Social Networking Communities


Participants identified Facebook and LinkedIn as valuable communities for academic networking, professional development and accessing research opportunities:


Also, I am on Facebook group which deals with research methodology issues. (P 5)

Discussion Forums


Several participants additionally referred to online discussion forums that facilitated scholarly discussions, methodological support and professional interaction:


I use WhatsApp, Telegram, online forum and LinkedIn Professional network. (P 12)

The findings indicate that postgraduate students participate in multiple digital communities simultaneously, selecting different platforms according to communication needs, collaboration and professional networking.


Research Objective 2: Forms of Support Provided through Digital Communities

Participants described digital communities as important informal support systems that provided academic, informational, emotional, collaborative, and technical support throughout their postgraduate studies.


Academic Support


Academic support was the most frequently reported benefit. Participants explained that digital communities facilitated research guidance, clarification of difficult concepts, access to learning resources, and assistance with assignments and thesis-related activities:


I was struggling with data analysis for my thesis, particularly with using NVivo. I joined a postgraduate WhatsApp group where a senior lecturer shared step-by-step tutorials and even offered a Zoom walkthrough. (P 12)

This finding suggests that digital communities complement formal supervision by providing timely peer and expert support during research.


Informational Support


Participants indicated that digital communities served as important channels for sharing information on conferences, scholarships, seminars, deadlines, and departmental announcements. Access to timely information enabled students to navigate their programmes more effectively and participate in academic opportunities beyond the classroom.


Emotional, Collaborative and Technical Support


Participants also valued digital communities for the emotional encouragement, collaboration, and technical assistance they provided during demanding stages of postgraduate study:


Before our comprehensive examinations, I reached out to my colleagues on WhatsApp and we practised our presentations together, which helped to calm me down. (P 7)

Beyond emotional reassurance, participants described these communities as spaces for collaborative problem-solving, peer learning, and technical support, particularly in using research software and digital learning tools. Collectively, these forms of support strengthened students’ confidence and enhanced their academic experiences.


The findings indicate that digital communities extend beyond communication platforms to provide multidimensional support that complements formal institutional services.


Research Objective 3: Influence of Digital Communities on Academic Engagement and Psychological Well-being

Participants reported that participation in digital communities positively influenced both their academic engagement and psychological well-being.


Academic Engagement


Participants explained that digital communities improved access to learning resources, research guidance, peer feedback, and professional opportunities. These interactions enhanced examination preparation, thesis writing, research productivity, and the development of research and digital skills. The findings indicate that digital communities promote active participation, collaboration, and continuous knowledge sharing throughout postgraduate study.


Psychological Well-being


Participants consistently described digital communities as important sources of belonging, motivation, and emotional support:


The sense of belonging and support from these groups motivates me, reduces isolation, and strengthens my resilience throughout my academic journey. (P 13)

Participants reported that interactions with peers reduced feelings of isolation, increased confidence, and strengthened resilience during challenging stages of their studies. These findings suggest that digital communities support not only academic success but also students’ emotional well-being.


These reports demonstrate that digital communities function as informal learning ecosystems by simultaneously enhancing academic engagement and psychological well-being among postgraduate students.


Figure 1 illustrates how the support functions provided through digital communities align with the affective, behavioural, and cognitive dimensions of the ACE framework. The figure demonstrates the ways in which academic, informational, technical, collaborative, and emotional support contribute to learner engagement and positive postgraduate outcomes.
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Figure 1: Alignment of digital community support functions with the ACE Framework
Discussion and Implications

This study examined how digital communities function as informal support systems for postgraduate students at the University of Ghana. Consistent with the ACE framework (Borup et al., 2020), the findings demonstrate that informal digital communities extend learning beyond institutional structures by providing cognitive, behavioural, and affective support. While previous studies have highlighted the educational value of digital communities (Huang et al., 2023; Lister et al., 2024; Spring et al., 2024), this study shows that, within a resource-constrained African university, these communities have evolved beyond communication platforms into informal learning infrastructures that sustain postgraduate learning and well-being.


The findings indicate that postgraduate students engage with multiple digital platforms including WhatsApp, Telegram, Microsoft Teams, Google Meet, Facebook, LinkedIn, and online discussion forums, to meet different academic and professional needs. This supports earlier studies showing that students increasingly combine several digital platforms for collaboration and networking (Berry, 2017; Elom et al., 2025; Lee et al., 2023). However, unlike much of the existing literature, which primarily examines digital platforms within formal teaching and learning environments, this study demonstrates that postgraduate students deliberately construct informal support networks that operate independently of institutional systems. These communities provide continuous access to peer expertise, research guidance, and professional opportunities that formal supervisory structures alone might not consistently offer.


The study further found that digital communities provide multidimensional support, including academic, informational, emotional, collaborative, and technical assistance. These findings corroborate previous research demonstrating that digital communities facilitate knowledge sharing, peer mentoring, and collaborative learning (Borup et al., 2020; Huang et al., 2023; Le et al., 2024). However, this study extends existing knowledge by illustrating how these different forms of support interact to address the complex realities of postgraduate education. Rather than functioning as isolated benefits, academic guidance, emotional encouragement, information sharing, and technical assistance operate simultaneously, enabling students to navigate research challenges while maintaining motivation and social connectedness.


An important contribution of this study is the identification of digital communities as informal learning infrastructures within postgraduate education. Existing research has generally portrayed platforms such as WhatsApp and Telegram as communication or collaboration tools (Elom et al., 2025; Lee et al., 2023). In contrast, the present findings demonstrate that these communities constitute self-organised ecosystems through which postgraduate students exchange expertise, solve methodological problems, develop research skills, access professional networks, and sustain emotional well-being. This perspective broadens current understanding of digital communities by highlighting their strategic role in supporting learner persistence, particularly in contexts where supervisory time, institutional resources, and formal learner-support services could be limited.


The findings also reinforce the relevance of the ACE framework by demonstrating that engagement extends beyond formal course communities. Participants described experiences that reflected cognitive engagement through research support and knowledge sharing, behavioural engagement through active collaboration and participation, and affective engagement through belonging, confidence, and emotional encouragement. At the same time, the study suggests that ACE could be extended to better recognise the contribution of student-led digital communities that develop independently of institutional learning environments. This represents a theoretical contribution by illustrating how informal peer networks complement formal academic support to enhance postgraduate learning.


The findings have important implications for higher education policy and practice in Ghana and similar contexts. Universities should recognise student-led digital communities as complementary learner-support mechanisms rather than informal activities operating outside institutional concern. Instead of replacing these communities with formal institutional platforms, universities should strengthen students’ digital participation by promoting digital literacy, facilitating responsible online engagement, and supporting discipline-based peer learning networks. Such approaches might improve learner engagement, research productivity, and student retention while preserving the autonomy that makes these communities effective.


The findings are equally relevant for ODL, where learner isolation remains a persistent challenge. Digital communities provide low-cost opportunities for sustained peer interaction, collaborative learning, academic guidance, and emotional support beyond formal course delivery. ODL institutions should therefore integrate structured peer-learning opportunities into programme design, while respecting the informal and student-driven nature of these communities. Any institutional engagement should be guided by ethical principles of informed consent, privacy, transparency, and voluntary participation to avoid undermining trust within peer networks.


Although this study provides evidence from the University of Ghana, its implications extend to higher education institutions across the Global South, where limited resources often constrain formal learner-support systems. The findings demonstrate that readily available digital technologies can strengthen inclusion, connectedness, and learner success without requiring substantial institutional investment.


Future research should examine how digital communities function across different academic disciplines, institutional contexts, and modes of study, particularly within fully online and ODL programmes. Comparative studies involving multiple universities and mixed-methods research could further strengthen understanding of how informal digital communities influence postgraduate learning, persistence, and academic success across diverse educational settings.
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Participant Gender Programme Stage of Study
Pl Female MA. Human Resource Coursework Stage
Development (HRD)
P2 Male MA. Financial Risk Coursework Stage
Management (FRM)
P3 Male FRM Coursework Stage
P4 Male FRM Coursework Stage
Ps Female PhD. Adult Education and Thesis Writing Stage
Human Resource Studies
(AEHRS)
P6 Male AEHRS Thesis Writing Stage
P7 Female AEHRS Thesis Writing Stage
Pg Male AEHRS Thesis Writing Stage
P9 Male AEHRS Thesis Writing Stage
P 10 Male AEHRS Thesis Writing Stage
P11 Male AEHRS Thesis Writing Stage
P12 Female AEHRS Thesis Writing Stage
P13 Female PhD. Development Education | Coursework Stage
(DEED)
P14 Female AEHRS Thesis Writing Stage
P15 Female HRD Coursework Stage
P16 Female HRD Coursework Stage
P17 Male MA. Education Proposal Development
Stage
P8 Female MA. Psychology Data Collection Stage






