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DOES CULTURE INFLUENCE ONLINE CUSTOMER
ENGAGEMENT OF UNIVERSITY STAKEHOLDERS:
PANDEMIC PERSPECTIVE

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly increased the role of social media in the communication
policy of educational institutions. Ensuring the effective use of social networks to communicate with target
audiences requires universities to understand, among other things, the importance of cultural context for
the audience s engagement.

We analyzed the engagement rates (ER) in Facebook and Instagram for the most influential universities
inthe Eastern Partnership (EaP) countries to determine the influence of the country s cultural characteristics.

The study examines two hypotheses. HI: Stakeholders in collectivist cultures with a high level of power
distance are more likely to increase online engagement when limited in offline communication. H2: High
uncertainty avoidance countries with long-term orientation will demonstrate broader social media

engagement.

The results showed that the dynamics of stakeholder activity in the social networks Facebook and
Instagram for the most influential universities in the Eastern Partnership countries do not depend on the

country s cultural profile.

Thus, we can conclude that universities can expand their presence in the digital communication space
while addressing representatives of their target audiences from different countries without differentiating

their communication messages. The study results also indicate the prospects for expanding remote students

’

mobility programs as they will not require different approaches to effective digital communication.

Keywords: COVID-19, customer engagement, social media, students, universities.

JEL classification: M30, M39, 120, 129

Introduction and problem definition. The
coronavirus pandemic in 2020 forced universities to
switch all processes into a remote mode in the middle
of the academic year. As a result, we now have more
than a full academic year of remote learning and
management processes: work with enrollees,
admission campaigns, passing final qualifying
exams, issuing diplomas, and others. In addition,
there are currently categories of students who have
never attended university. This situation is a
challenge for universities, so they must look for new
tools to interact with the university community. The
authors chose the Eastern Partnership countries for
the study because this initiative of the EU countries
envisages strengthening cooperation and integration
in the region. The authors assumed that the European
Union’s Eastern Partnership Initiative aims at
pursuing an integration policy. Therefore, the central
governments should harmonize their decisions in
education, health care, and other spheres. At the
same time, their implementation may differ. This
research study covered the leading universities of six
Eastern Partnership countries: Armenia, Azerbaijan,
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Georgia, Moldova, Belarus, Ukraine. Most countries
(Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, the Republic of
Moldova, Ukraine) implemented strict quarantine
regimes, including border closings, movement
restrictions and the closure of retail and hospitality
industries. Likewise, universities delivered their
education services in these countries online. In
Belarus, quarantine restrictions were less severe, and
the educational process was not interrupted. Only
several higher education institutions switched to
remote learning after students were diagnosed with
coronavirus. Therefore, Belarusian universities
could make their own decisions on transferring the
education process online.

In an online learning context, informal
“networking” in the university community
disappears, breaking ties and destroying the
infrastructure of “idea creation” and innovation,
learning atmosphere when students learn from each
other while working on a joint project. Moreover, the
university’s IT infrastructure capacity is not always
able to withstand the training and administrative
load. Problems that arise in this regard require timely
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communication to resolve them. As a result, students
detached from campus do not understand the value
of university education, which forces universities to
look for additional mechanisms for interaction with
students and enrollees.

In addition to the transformed communication
perspective, cultural perspective also matters more
in a post-covid world. Remote learning makes the
geography of the university target audience wider
geographically and, therefore, culturally. In many
cases, students no longer need to relocate to study at
the chosen wuniversity. This situation opens
opportunities for educational institutions but
simultaneously creates challenges. Marketing
departments should understand whether culture
influences the reaction and engagement of
prospective and current students in their promotion
campaigns. In addition, remote communication
makes it more complicated to define an immediate
response from the information recipient. At the same
time, universities become less protected from the
adverse reaction of the audience towards their
messages, primarily online.

Recent research and publications. Several
countries should be considered to determine and
analyze the possible cultural differences in the
audience’s reactions to universities’ digital
communication. We have chosen the Eastern
European Partnership (EaP) countries, as they are
geographically close and have a high potential of
a further increase in students’ mobility, including
remote one. At the same time, they have significant
cultural differences that could shape digital
communication between universities and their
stakeholders.

Hofstede’s six cultural dimensions model
(Minkov et al., 2010) is used as a framework to
explore the cultural differences among EaP countries.
It is the most widely used framework for cultural
cross-country analysis (Ibanez & Sisodia, 2020).
Hofstede’s model has been previously used in
education-related studies by Sikorskaya (2019),
Pergelova and Angulo-Ruiz (2017), Dennehy (2015),
Eldridge and Cranston (2009), and Tang (2011).
Sikorskaya (2019), Sikorska (2017), Manolesku,
Prodan, and Arustei (2016) conducted region-specific
studies for EaP countries. Research papers devoted to
online customer engagement also use Hofstede’s
approach to culture definition (e.g., Nam & Kannan,
2020; Nguyen, Chang, & Simkin, 2014; Messner,
2020; Hur & Kim, 2017; Pookulangara & Koesler,
2011). A large selection of research papers currently
dives into the COVID-19 pandemic consequences
(Maaravi et al., 2021; Gokmen, Baskici, & Ercil,
2021; Webster et al., 2021; Wang, 2021) and national

governments’ responses to COVID-19 challenges
(Wang, 2021; Ibanez & Sisodia, 2020) through the
prism of cultural dimensions.

The current research takes into consideration
data of the Social Media (SM) activity of the most
influential universities in the EaP countries, presented
in the InfluenceRanking (Academic Influence, 2021)
and continues the series of publications on the
influence of the pandemic on universities’ SM
activity and stakeholders’ engagement (Chala et al.,
2021; Khrapkina & Pichyk, 2022, pp. 260-270). You
can find the full list of the universities in question
and their social media pages in Chala et al. (2021).

Unsolved parts of the problem. Restrictions
related to the pandemic have forced universities to
accelerate the digital transformation of the
educational process and other business processes.
However, in recent years and months the main focus
of research and monitoring has been mainly on the
transition to the online educational process and its
efficacy, ignoring other aspects of university
management, including communication processes
with internal and external audiences. But we should
keep in mind that universities have long lost the
opportunity to communicate with stakeholders in
the usual way — in classrooms, on campuses, at
round tables and conferences, on TV. Under such
conditions, social networks could turn from an
auxiliary to the primary communication tool to tell
university news, opinions on socially important
issues, event announcements and deliver other types
of content. Recent studies show that only 20 % of
young people aged 18-29 (one of the main target
groups of universities) learn the news from television
(InMind, 2020). The rest use the Internet, and
universities need to position themselves in the
online media space. Marketing teams need to
understand whether and how cultural differences
influence stakeholders’ online engagement to ensure
the effectiveness of such positioning and other
digital communication aspects.

Aim and tasks of the paper. In this study, we
look at how culture shapes social media response to
the pandemic of both groups — universities and their
stakeholders. The study aims to analyze the
transformation of the interaction of universities in the
Eastern Partnership countries with their audiences
using social media in the context of COVID-19.

We will look at the nature of social connections
and the attitude towards the future as cultural
parameters of the EaP countries, which, we suppose,
may impact the level of social media CE of
university stakeholders. We use the Individualism /
Collectivism and Power Distance parameters to
characterize social connections.
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Main research results

Cultural Model. To assess the attitude towards
the future, we use Long-term orientation and
Uncertainty avoidance indicators. To estimate the
difference in the social connections for
representatives in different countries we look at the
Individualism / Collectivism and Power Distance
parameters. Fig. 1 presents the values of these
indicators for each EaP country.

We then analyze the level of audience
engagement with the universities’ social media
pages — Facebook and Instagram, as they are the
most widely used in the EaP countries (Chala et al.,
2021). We use Popsters.com to extract data on
Engagement Rate per day (ER day) and Engagement
Rate per post (ER post) for two periods:

* pre-COVID-19 — March — September 2019;

* COVID-19 — March — September 2020.

Audience engagement on Facebook after
COVID-19. Official Facebook pages of the leading
universities in EaP countries differ much in the
number of followers. The least popular are Yerevan
State Medical University (YSMU, Armenia) and
Brest State Technical University (BSTU, Belarus).
They have about 2 000 fans each. In comparison,
most Georgian universities have more than
100 000 fans (see Table 1).

As seen from Table 1, the extent to which
universities attract and retain followers on their
Facebook pages differs much for analyzed

Power Distance

Indulgence

)|

Long-Term Orentaton Y,

Uncertainty Avoidance

countries. Half of the universities (all Georgian,
4 Armenian, ADA, and NaUKMA) have a fanbase
that several times exceeds their number of students.
This means that mentioned universities constantly
work on promoting their social media. Another
half of the universities have fewer or only slightly
more fans than students, and their SM potential is
not fully used.

The audience of Universities’ social networks
demonstrated a willingness to engage with
education institutions online via Facebook (see
Fig. 2-3) and Instagram (see Fig. 4-5). We
excluded Yerevan State Medical University
(YSMU, Armenia) from this part of the user
engagement analysis. They terminated managing
their Facebook page, and user engagement stopped
for reasons beyond their control. Excluding the
audience of'this university, the rest of the university
stakeholders increased their level of per day
engagement by 0.25 points on average (see Fig. 2)
and the level of per post engagement -
by 0.18 points on average (see Fig. 3).

Data indicate that most universities’ stakeholders
are eager to like, comment, and share their social
media content more actively after the COVID-19
lockdown and other restrictions applied to the
education process. They demonstrate positive
emotions towards HEI through likes on Facebook,
communicate with universities and other users
posting comments, and actively share relevant
information with their Facebook contacts.

== Armenia
== Azerbaijan
Belarus
== Ukraine
Individualism

== Republic of Moldova

== Georgia

Masculinity

Fig. 1. Hofstede’s 6-D cultural model for EaP countries
Source: Hofstede Insights (2021a, 2021b)
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Table 1. Facebook and Instagram followers, 2020

Facebook Instagram

. . Fans/ Fans/
University Country Followers Students Students Followers Students Students
RAU Armenia 14 039 6500 2,16 2120 6500 0,33
YSMU Armenia 1 853 7000 0,26
ASUE Armenia 27312 5000 5,46
AUA Armenia 54 653 2000 27,33 5882 2000 2,94
ADA Azerbaijan 48 925 2560 19,11 16036 2560 6,26
BSU Azerbaijan 23011 18850 1,22
ASOIU Azerbaijan 10 351 10200 1,01
BelSU Belarus 7958 25000 0,32
BelSU Belarus 4000 25000 0,16 7958 25000 0,32
BSTU Belarus 1 896 7000 0,27
BNTU Belarus 9928 28000 0,35
TSU Georgia 168 901 18000 9,38
TSMU Georgia 25154 10500 2,40 3600 18000 0,20
CU Georgia 108 426 2000 54,21 5263 2000 2,63
ISU Georgia 134 489 16650 8,08 4271 16650 0,26
FU Georgia 132 433 2690 49,23
MSU Moldova 2257 20560 0,11
KNU Ukraine 21796 25000 0,87 6813 25000 0,27
NaUKMA [Ukraine 18 084 4422 4,09 2005 4422 0,45
LNU Ukraine 17 794 18370 0,97 9033 18370 0,49
KPI Ukraine 6523 30000 0,22 9244 30000 0,31
KhNU Ukraine 17214 16000 1,08 18118 16000 1,13
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Fig. 2. Audience engagement rate per day dynamics on Facebook, 2019/2020
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Fig. 3. Audience engagement rate per post dynamics on Facebook, 2019/2020

Audience engagement on Instagram after
COVID-19. Azerbaijan Diplomatic Academy
(ADA, Azerbaijan) and Karazin Kharkiv National
University (KhNU, Ukraine) have the most
prominent Instagram fan bases — 16036 and
18118 fans. These numbers are two to nine times
higher than those for other universities’ Instagram
accounts. And they prove the excellent
communication and relationship-building potential
of this social network. And if Ukrainian universities

B ERPost2019 [ ER Post 2020

understand this potential and all 5 of them manage
their official Instagram pages, ADA is the only
Azerbaijan university represented on Instagram.

The Fans/Students ratio for Instagram is much
lower than for Facebook (see Table 1). Only four
universities (AUA (Armenia), ADA (Azerbaijan),
Caucasus (Georgia), and KhNU (Ukraine)) have
more Instagram followers than students. The rest
still need to invite users to their Instagram page
more proactively.
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Fig. 4. Audience engagement rate per post dynamics on Instagram, 2019/2020
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Comparing the ER per Day and ER per Post
dynamics, we can conclude that customer engagement
stays relatively stable. The average change of the ER
per Day level is 0.1 (see Fig. 4). These levels
significantly differ from the average only for Armenian
Universities (-3.03 for RAU and 4.47 for AUA).

The average ER per Day dynamics shows a
slight decrease of -0.24 (see Fig. 5). BeSU (Belarus)
and NaUKMA (Ukraine) demonstrated the worst
decline in user engagement after the COVID-19
pandemic started, with ER per Post level decreasing
by 2.39 and 5.49 points, respectively. The lower
increase of ER per Day compared to ER per Post
may mean an ill-conceived post entry schedule.

B ER Day 2019
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and staff reluctantly tend to express disagreement,
seldom criticize and question lecturers’ and
administrations’ words or actions (Sikorskaya,
2019). In this context, SM can be seen as a way to
lower the power distance index. SM platforms are
barrier-free places that encourage all actors to
express opinions regardless of the formal status and
subordination levels. Therefore, we suppose that in
countries with higher power distance, the level of
SM engagement will be higher, demonstrating
stakeholders strive for communication and free
opinion expression.

Individualism. EaP  societies are mostly
collectivistic. Group belonging and inter-group
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Fig. 5. Audience engagement rate per day dynamics on Instagram, 2019/2020

Now we will use Country ER rank to check
whether and how countries’ cultural dimensions
influence stakeholders’ engagement with universities’
SM pages. Country ER rank is a sum of average ER
ranks for two Social Media networks for all five
universities in each country. The university ER rank
increases by 1 point if ER fora SM page demonstrates
a negative dynamic and by 2 points if it shows
a positive dynamic. Methodology for calculating
university ER ranks and data for each university are
given in Chala et al. (2021).

HI: Stakeholders in collectivist cultures with
a high level of power distance are more likely to
increase online engagement when limited in offline
communication.

Power distance. EaP countries are mainly
characterized by the high level of Power Distance
Index, which means strongly subordinative
management and teaching systems at HEI. Students

communication is vital. But a more significant part
of such communication is symbolic and non-verbal.
CE in collectivistic countries may demonstrate
a herd instinct, where new comments mainly depend
on previous ones (Messner, 2020). Therefore, we
expected the number of likes and comments to
increase with the COVID-19 pandemic and the
limited number of instruments to communicate and
demonstrate group membership.

H2: High uncertainty avoidance countries with
long-term orientation will demonstrate broader
social media engagement.

Uncertainty avoidance. All EaP countries score
high on Uncertainty avoidance and tend to minimize
the level of uncertainty. Users in these countries are
expected to strive for additional information to
mitigate the uncertainty level in the COVID-19
pandemic period. Thus, University SM pages could
be the source of such information. On the other
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Fig. 6. Culture as a factor influencing university online customer engagement
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hand, such cultures are “intolerant of unorthodox
behavior and ideas” (Hofstede Insights, 2021b) and
may not be willing to change their communication
and info search habits dramatically.

Long-term orientation. EaP countries have
a greater scatter of values for this indicator. Georgia
would have to demonstrate less positive ER dynamics
than the rest of the nations as the country with the
most normative society. In contrast, more pragmatic
countries (with Belarus and Ukraine scoring the
highest) would have a significant ER increase.

Fig. 6 shows no significant correlation between
cultural dimensions of EaP countries and the
dynamics of stakeholders’ activities in social media.

Georgia being twice more individualistic than
Ukraine, shows the same level of ER dynamics. SM
did not encourage stakeholders’ activities for
classically more hierarchical countries — Armenia,
Azerbaijan, Belarus and Moldova. We did not find
any evidence to prove the H2 hypothesis and an
attitude towards the future. Countries stay quite close
on an uncertainty avoidance scale but still show very
different ER dynamics. At the same time, Georgia,
with a more short-term orientation, outstrips all other
countries with more future-focused and education-
oriented societies (except Ukraine).

Conclusions and further research. We have
not identified any moderating role of cultural factors
in the investigated period. Neither of the cultural
dimensions demonstrated an influence on the level
of immediate users’ response to universities’ SM

activity in general. But culture may still be
a moderator of such actions if we dive deeper into
the communication content and goals. Talking
about social media as a communication channel
for implementing distance mobility projects, will
culture play a more significant role in activating
such communication than we have seen now?

Similarly, social media is a tool for building and
strengthening a brand. The question of how much the
cultural peculiarities of a particular country can
strengthen or weaken the role of SM in shaping the
university brand is still left out of consideration. Nam
and Kannan (2020) argue that it is worse to investigate
the moderating role of culture in the relationship
between SM sentiment and brand perception.

The study showed that investigated cultural
aspects do not affect the interaction in social
networks. At the same time, we can assume that
behavioural models in social networks are
international and depend on society’s digitalization
and the general Internet penetration in the given
country. This conclusion is essential for building a
communication strategy of universities in social
networks because it means that social networks can
be used as a mechanism for internationalization and
involvement of foreign stakeholders.

The promotion of research and development of
universities on social media (which is currently very
scarce) can significantly facilitate the creation of
international teams, which is relevant for universities
in the Eastern Partnership.
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Boponaii O. K., Iiuux K. B., Yana H. /.

YU BIIVIMBAIOTD KYJIBTYPHI OCOBJIUBOCTI
HA OHJIAMH-B3AEMO/IIIO CTEMKXOJIAEPIB 3 YHIBEPCUTETAMUA
B KOHTEKCTI MAHAEMII COVID-19

3MiHM yMOB (YHKIIIOHYBaHHsI YHIBEPCUTETIB 1 (hopMary HaJIaHHS OCBITHIX IMOCIYT, CIIPUYMHEH] ITaH/Ie-
Mmiero COVID-19, 3Ha4HO MiIBUIIMIM POJIb COMIATLHUX Meia B KOMYHIKaIliiHIN MOJIITHII 3aKJIa/IiB OCBITH.
Hoga peaspHicTb epeTBOpHIIa X HA OJTMH 13 OCHOBHUX KaHAJIiB 30BHINTHBOT KOMYHIKAIIii, 4epe3 sKi yHIBep-
CUTETH 3MOIJIM MPOJOBKUTH CITIIKYBAaTHCS 31 CTEHKXOJJIEpaMH, OOTOBOPIOKOYH SIK BHYTPINTHI MUTAHHS
(YHKIIIOHYBaHHS YHIBEPCHUTETIB, TaK 1 3arajJbHOCOIIAbHI aclieKTH. 3abe3nedeHHs] e(heKTUBHOTO BUKOPH-
CTaHHS COIIaJbHUX MEPEXK JIISI KOMYHIKAIIi1 3 IJTbOBUMH ayIUTOPISIMA BUMArae BiJl yHIBEPCHTETIB, 30Kpe-
Ma, pO3YMIHHSI BaXKIIMBOCTI Ta PIBHS BIUIMBY Ha 3aIYYCHICTh ayMUTOPIT KYJIbTYPHOTO KOHTEKCTY.

VY crarTi npoaHaii30BaHO piBeHb BUKOPUCTAHHS COIabHUX Mepek «DelicOyk» Ta «lHcTarpam» Haii-
BIUTMBOBIIIMMH 3aKJIaJJlaMH BHIOI OCBITH KpaiH CXiJHOTO MapTHEPCTBA Ui BCTAHOBIICHHSI HASBHOCTI
BILIMBY KYJBTYPHHUX OCOOJIMBOCTEH KpalH Ha 3aJTydeHICTh ayJAUTOPii B COMIabHUX Mepekax. JlocimipkeHHs
nepeadavao nepeBipKy TaKuX Tirmore3: 1) CTeHKXONIEpH B KOJIGKTUBICTCHKUX KYJIBTYpax 3 BUIIUM PiBHEM
JIMCTAHITIFOBaHHS BIaIy Oy Th O1IbII CXMIILHIUMH JIO ITiJIBUIIECHHS PIBHS 3aJIy4SHOCTI B COIIIAIBHAX Mepe-
’Kax 32 YMOBH OOMEKEHOTO JIOCTYITY 10 O(IIaiiH-CITIIKYBaHHS; 2) CTEHKXOJIIEPH B KpaiHaX, KyIbTypa SKHX
XapaKTePU3Y€EThCS BUCOKOK CXMIIBHICTIO JI0 YHUKHEHHSI HEBH3HAYCHOCTI Ta HAIIJICHICTIO Ha JIOBIOCTPOKO-
BY MEPCIEKTHBY, TAKOXK JEMOHCTPYBATUMYTh 3pOCTAHHS OHJIAHH-3aJIy4eHOCTI.

[TepeBipka rimoTe3 6a3yBanach Ha JaHHUX PO PiBeHb aKTUBHOCTI KOPUCTYBAYiB HA CTOPIHKAX COIlialib-
HUX MEPEXK 5 YHIBEPCUTETIB 3 KOXKHOI 3 KpaiH CX1JIHOTO mapTHepCTBa B jgonanaemiynuii (2019 p.) Ta maH-
nemiunuit (2020 p.) nepionu. Jlani orpumano 3a merononoriero Popsters.com. KymbrypHi ipodini kpain
moOy/IOBaHO Ha OCHOBI 6-BUMIPHOT KyJIbTypHOT MOJIeITi XodcTee.

PesynpraTu moka3zanm, 1o JMHAMIKa aKTHBHOCTI CTEHKXOJJIEpiB y conMepexax «DelicOyk» Ta «IHcTa-
rpam» JJis HAWBIDIMBOBIMIMX YHIBEPCUTETIB KpaiH CXiJHOTO MapTHEPCTBA HE 3JICKHUTh BiJ KyJIBTYPHOTO
npo¢iaro kpaiau. BomHoyac TuHaMiKa KOPHUCTYBaHHS COIIQJIBHAUMH MEpPEKaMH IiTBEpAna IparHeHHs
CTEHKXOJJICPIB JIO CITIJIKYBaHHS 3 yHIBepcUTEeTaMH OHIaiiH. OTKe, MOJKHA 3pOOHTH TIOTIEPETHIN BUCHOBOK
PO Te, IO YHIBEPCUTETH MOXKYTh PO3IIUPIOBATH CBOIO MPUCYTHICTh Y MU(POBOMY KOMYHIKAIIIHHOMY ITPO-
CTOPI, 3BEPTAIOUNCH OJTHOYACHO JIO TIPEJICTABHUKIB CBOIX IIJIbOBUX ayJAMTOPIH 3 pI3HUX KpaiH 1 He qudepeH-
IIFOFOYH CBOT KOMYHIKAIliiHI 3BepHEHHS. Pe3ynbTaTi JTOCIHKEHHS TaKOXK BKa3yIOTh Ha IMEPCIIEKTUBU PO3-
MIMPEHHsI KOHTUHTEHTY 32 PaXyHOK CTYIICHTIB 3 IHIIIMX KpaiH uyepe3 3pOCTaHHs JUCTaHIIIHHOT MOOITHFHOCTI,
aJDKe HeMae MoTpeOr B Pi3HMX ITiIX0JIax JIO opraHi3aiii eeKTHBHOT I poBOT KOMyHIKAIIi1.

Kurouosi cioBa: COVID-19, 3any4eHicTh KOPHCTYBadiB, COLlIabHI MeJIia, YHIBEPCUTETH, CTYICHTH.
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