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How culture shapes user responses to firm-generated content on social media: the role of 

cultural dimensions of In-group Collectivism, Indulgence, and Masculinity 

 

Abstract 

As users across the globe interact with firms on social media, firms operating in international 

markets are striving to generate desired responses to their social media content in culturally 

diverse markets. The objective of this study is to establish how user responses to firm-generated 

content on social media are affected by three cultural dimensions: in-group collectivism, 

indulgence, and masculinity. To accomplish this objective, we conduct an exploratory inquiry 

involving research diaries, open-ended narratives, and interviews with informants from Finland 

and Poland. Our study reveals that it is not the intensity of social media use that differs among 

cultures with different levels of in-group collectivism, as previously thought, but whether user 

responses to firm-generated content are public (content sharing, commenting, or clicking ‘like’, 

or private (reading and watching content). We establish how previously neglected cultural 

dimensions of masculinity vs. femininity and indulgence vs. restraint shape user responses to 

firm-generated content. Moreover, we demonstrate that cultural dimensions should not be 

studied in isolation. The study offers critical managerial insights regarding how to appeal to 

motivations of social media users from different cultural backgrounds. 

Keywords social media, responses to firm-generated content, in-group collectivism, 

individualism, indulgence vs. restraint, masculinity vs. femininity, social norms, Hofstede 

cultural dimensions, GLOBE cultural dimensions 



1. Introduction 

With 2.05 billion Facebook users globally (Statista 2017), an astounding 2.5 billion comments 

are posted daily on over 50 million company pages on this social media platform (Forbes 2015). 

As social media has become an integral part of our daily lives, firms try to be a part of user 

experiences. Firm-generated content that is well integrated into user social media activities 

succeeds in generating desired user responses such as clicks ‘share’. It also strengthens brand 

trust and attitudes, and leads to increased customer profitability (Kumar, Bezawada, Rishika, 

Janakiraman & Kannan 2016; Mosteller and Poddar 2017; Phua and Anh 2017). However, the 

majority of firm-generated content does not result in desired user responses, and often leaves 

users with a feeling that firm-generated content interrupts their social media activity 

(AdReaction, 2010, Nelson-Field & Taylor 2012).  

As called for by Sloane (2015), Stone (2010), Stephen, Sciandra, and Inman (2015), to help firms 

create content that will be better integrated into user social media activities and, consequently, 

result in desired user responses, we need to first understand what motivates users to respond to 

social media content (Pagani, Hofacker, & Goldsmith, 2011; Van Doorn, Lemon, Mittal, Nass, 

Pick, Pirner, & Verhoef, 2010). Despite increasing research focusing on online user motivations 

(Muntinga et al. 2011; Saridakis, Baltas, Oghazi & Hultman 2016), there is still no consensus as 

to what motivates different user responses. This lack of consensus regarding user motivation 

might stem from ignoring the cultural background of the subjects studied. Social media usage is 

influenced by enabling technologies, governmental policies and socio-cultural factors (Berthon, 

Pitt, Plangger, & Shapiro 2012). While the former two tend to be similar across the developed 

world, the latter still influence our online behaviours (Goodrich and de Mooij 2014; Okazaki and 

Taylor 2013; Park et al. 2015). However, the question on how culture shapes responses to firm-



generated content on social media remains unanswered (Dahl, 2015; Goodrich and De Mooiji 

2014; Okazaki and Taylor 2013).  

While existing studies increase our understanding of the differences in online behaviour across 

countries, the majority of these studies are descriptive and narrowed to conducting cross-national 

comparisons (e.g., Chapman and Lahav 2008; Choi, Hwang & McMillan 2008; Shin 2010). A 

few that demonstrate how behavioural differences can be explained by cultural dimensions arrive 

at contradictory findings (Goodrich and De Mooiji 2014; Okazaki and Taylor 2013; 

Pornpitakpan 2004; Yang, Morris, Teevan, Adamic & Ackerman 2011), and are too limited to 

fully explain the differences in user responses to firm-generated content. Their conflicting results 

point to several problems within the existing literature. Firstly, contradictory findings regarding 

the role of collectivism and power distance might be the result of analysing these cultural 

dimensions in isolation, whereas taking into account the joint effect of different cultural values 

would provide a more holistic perspective on the phenomenon. Second, existing studies consider 

a limited number of cultural dimensions and ignore, for instance, Hofstede’s (2010) masculinity 

or indulgence vs. restraint. Third, existing cross-cultural studies focus on word of mouth, opinion 

seeking, and social media use (Chapman and Lahav 2008; Goodrich and De Mooij 2014: 

Pornpitakpan 2004; Qiu et al. 2013; Yang et al. 2011), but from both theoretical and managerial 

perspectives, they neglect an important, area of user responses to firm-generated content. 

Therefore, the area of sociocultural differences on social media remains largely under-researched 

(Dahl, 2015; Okazaki and Taylor 2013), with calls for more studies on social media from a cross-

cultural perspective (Dahl, 2015; Goodrich and De Mooiji 2014; Okazaki and Taylor 2013). 

To address the outlined research gaps, the purpose of this study is to provide a more holistic 

perspective on the role of culture in shaping user responses to firm-generated content. We 



theorize the role of in-group collectivism (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman & Gupta 2004), 

indulgence vs. restraint, and masculinity vs. femininity (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010) in 

shaping user responses to firm-generated content. The empirical investigation focuses mainly on, 

although its implications are not limited to, firm-generated content on Facebook. We adopted a 

modified Kumar et al. (2016) definition, and defined firm-generated content on Facebook as 

firm-initiated marketing communication in the form of Facebook posts including text, image, or 

video, posted by firms on their Facebook page. Subjects from two countries with different scores 

on cultural dimensions were analysed: Finland and Poland. As the study aims at developing a 

theory, the research procedure was designed to capture users’ thoughts and their immediate 

responses to firm-generated content and, thus, was based on research diaries, interviews, and 

open-ended narratives in which respondents provided an account of their experiences with social 

media.  

As the relevant research area of user responses to firm-generated content in social media has 

been largely neglected in the cross-cultural literature, we answer the calls of Dahl (2015), 

Okazaki and Taylor (2013), and Goodrich and De Mooiji (2014). As a key contribution, we 

identify the differences in user responses to firm-generated content, stemming from a cultural 

context. By linking different responses (private vs. public) to cultural dimensions of Hofstede et 

al. (2010) and House et al. (2004), we demystify the previously held view (e.g. Okazaki and 

Taylor 2013; Goodrich and De Mooiji 2014) that individualistic and collectivistic cultures differ 

in the intensity of social media participation. We show that it is the response type (private vs. 

public), rather than intensity of social media participation that varies in individualistic and 

collectivistic cultures. Specifically, our contribution lies in theorizing how cultural dimensions of 

in-group collectivism (House et al. 2004), indulgence vs. restraint, and masculinity vs. femininity 



(Hofstede et al. 2010) explain differences in user responses to firm-generated content. 

Furthermore, we reveal the importance of previously neglected cultural dimensions of 

masculinity and indulgence vs. restraint and discover the joint effect of cultural dimensions of in-

group collectivism and masculinity. By studying subjects’ immediate responses to firm-

generated content in the everyday context of online interactions that occur in their daily lives, we 

reveal how culture influences the importance of social norms for user responses to firm-

generated content. Moreover, before marketing professionals in international firms can generate 

desired user responses to firm-generated content, they need to know how user motivations differ 

across cultures. Thus, the paper provides guidance for international firms trying to develop their 

firm-generated content based on users’ cultural background. 

The structure of this paper is as follows. First, we discuss the existing literature and introduce the 

cultural dimensions considered in this study. Second, we elaborate on our research methods and 

sampling choices, as well as walking the reader through our data analysis process. We then move 

to describe the study findings. Then, we discuss those findings and conclude with a discussion of 

research contributions. 

2. Literature review 

2.1.  Online behaviors and their underlying motivations 

Previous studies identified three types of online behaviours, i.e., consuming, contributing and 

creating (Muntinga et al. 2011; Makri & Schlegelmilch 2017; Schivinski, Christodoulides & 

Dabrowski 2016; Tsai & Men 2017). These behaviours can be classified into two types: (1) public 

responses that occur when users express their opinions, publicly, by actively contributing and 

creating content through commenting, sharing, or clicking ‘like’; or (2) private responses when 

users only passively consume the content, i.e., watch or read content (Muntinga et al. 2011; Makri 



& Schlegelmilch 2017; Schivinski, Christodoulides & Dabrowski 2016). Even though the 

researchers’ attention has recently shifted to understanding successful firm-generated content, the 

focus has mainly been on content design and characteristics (Steinmann, Mau, & Schramm-Klein, 

2015; De Vries, Gensler, &; Leeflang 2012; Lee, Hosanagar, & Nair, 2016), rather than on how 

this content is integrated into users’ social media activities and their motivations, which is the 

focus of this study. 

While previous studies in a cross-cultural context open a discussion on how users across countries 

differ in their online behaviours, they concentrate on a limited number of online behaviours. They 

recognize differences in motivations for a limited range of online behaviours including social 

media participation, information seeking (consuming content), or word of mouth (Chapman and 

Lahav 2008; Goodrich and De Mooij 2014; Pornpitakpan 2004; Qiu et al. 2013; Yang et al. 2011; 

Yadav and Pavlou (2014), but mostly neglect the different responses to firm-generated content. As 

sharing, commenting, or clicking ‘like’ under the firm-generated content means interacting with 

one’s Facebook friends, it is important to recognize that motivations for public and private 

responses to firm-generated content may differ. Knowing the differences in motivations will help 

firms develop firm-generated content that addresses user motives depending on a desired response 

outcome. Thus, this study distinguishes itself by looking at both public and private responses to 

firm-generated content and differentiating between motives for those two responses.  

Previous studies identified several user motivations for online participation such as (1) 

entertainment (enjoyment, relaxation and a pastime), (2) social integration (interactions with 

friends, social identity, and helping), (3) personal identity (self-presentation, self-expression and 

self-assurance), (4) information (surveillance, knowledge, pre-purchase and inspiration), (5) 

remuneration (gaining reward), and (6) empowerment (exerting influence or power on others) 



(Muntinga et al. 2011; Saridakis et al. 2016). Identification of user motivations was followed by 

attempts to link user motivations to user responses to content in social media (Muntinga et al. 

2011; Saridakis et al. 2016; de Vries, Peluso, Romani, Leeflang & Marcati 2017).  However, 

researchers have not arrived at a consensus regarding the relationships between response type 

and user motives.  Firstly, these contradictory results may stem from the fact that often no 

distinction was made between the content type (firm-generated vs. user-generated). Secondly, no 

distinction was made based on the cultural background of the respondents despite prior cross-

cultural studies indicating that, indeed, online user motivations differ (Jiacheng, Lu, & Francesco 

2010; Goodrich and De Mooij 2014; Qiu, Lin, & Leung 2013; Vasalou, Joinson, & Courvoisier 

2010; Yang et al. 2011). Therefore, in what follows we review the most relevant cross-cultural 

studies focusing on user online behaviours and their underlying motivations.    

2.2. Cross-cultural perspective 

Culture affects our cognition, attitudes, motives, and behaviours (Markus & Kitayama 1991; 

Nisbett, Peng, Choi, & Norenzayan 2001; Okazaki & Mueller 2007; Taras et al. 2010; Shavitt, 

Lee, & Johnson 2008). In the context of marketing, it is an established determinant of advertising 

appeals, consumer motives, and purchasing behaviours (Shavitt, Lee, & Johnson 2008). 

By publicly responding to firm-generated content (e.g.  sharing, commenting, or clicking ‘like’), 

users indirectly interact with their friends on Facebook. Therefore, social norms can stimulate or 

inhibit public responses to content (Dholakia et al. 2004). Social norms and shared community 

practices are a reflection of culture, which can be defined as a set of norms to which individuals 

in society should adhere to (Leung et al. 2005; Rokeach 1973). Therefore, culture constitutes a 

form of social influence on a macro scale (Geertz 1973; Hofstede 2001). This influence is 

reflected in the greater popularity of local social media platforms conforming to cultural values, 



than global, more-standardized platforms. Moreover, online behaviours differ across cultures 

with regard to time spent using social media, the frequency of use, number of interaction 

partners, the nature of the relationships, topics that are discussed or published, online question 

asking and answering, content sharing, and online word of mouth (Christodoulides, Michaelidou, 

& Argyriou 2012; Goodrich and De Mooij 2014; Pornpitakpan 2004; Qiu et al. 2013; Yang et al. 

2011). In what follows, we take a closer look at the existing literature in this research area. 

Firstly, research in the field of online user behaviour is narrowed to conducting cross-national 

comparisons (e.g. Choi, Hwang, & McMillan 2008; Muk, Chung, & Kim 2014; Vasalou, 

Joinson, & Courvoister 2010; Shin 2010; Park et al. 2015). While user motivations differ across 

cultures, only a limited number of studies investigated this issue. As recognized by Vasalou et al. 

(2010), users in the USA, UK, France, Italy and Greece are driven by different motives to 

participate on Facebook, or to interact with other users, and Muk, Chung, & Kim (2013) 

established similar differences between users in Korea and the USA in the context of joining 

brand pages on social media. Moreover, users in Korea and the USA differ in their intensity of 

social media use (Park et al. 2015), and motivations for social media use (Choi, Hwang, & 

McMillan 2008). However, while those cross-national studies provide us with valuable insights 

into how online behaviour varies across borders, they do not answer the question ‘why’ those 

differences occur. 

Secondly, a limited number of studies that take into account cultural dimensions focus mainly on 

Hofstede (2010) cultural dimensions of (1) Uncertainty Avoidance (e.g. Chapman & Lahav 

2008; Markus & Krishnamurthi 2009; Pornpitakpan 2004; Goodrich & De Mooij 2014), (2) 

Power Distance (e.g. Markus & Krishnamurthi 2009; Pornpitakpan 2004; Cho & Cheon 2005; 

Goodrich & De Mooij 2014), (3) Individualism (e.g. Cho & Cheon 2005; Goodrich & De Mooij 



2014; Okazaki & Taylor 2013), and (4) Long-term Orientation (Goodrich & de Mooij 2014; 

Pornpitakpan 2004).  

While researchers arrived at unanimous conclusions of the influence of cultural dimensions of 

uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation, studies focusing on the cultural dimension of 

individualism did not reach consensus (e.g. Goodrich & de Mooij 2014; Okazaki and Taylor 

2013; Yang et al. 2011). It is established that users in high uncertainty avoidance cultures take 

more steps to secure their privacy by keeping their public profiles on social networking sites 

anonymous, in comparison to low uncertainty avoidance societies (Cho 2010; Markus & 

Krishnamurthi 2009). This desire to remain anonymous translates into limited content sharing 

and word of mouth (Chapman & Lahav 2008). In long-term oriented cultures, anonymity-

seeking individuals are more passive online than users from short-term oriented cultures, where 

people present themselves in a self-enhancing way and are more interactive (Goodrich & de 

Mooij 2014). There is, however, no agreement on the role of the individualism dimension in 

shaping online behaviour. Goodrich and De Mooij (2014) suggest that social media is used more 

in cultures with low levels of individualism. In contrast, Okazaki and Taylor (2013) argue that 

engagement on social media is attributed to countries with high levels of individualism, and 

according to Yang et al. (2011), there are no differences in the intensity of social media use 

across cultures with varying levels of individualism.  

 

The inconclusive findings may indicate that it is not the intensity of the behaviour on social 

media that varies across cultures, but the types of responses to firm-generated content and the 

underlying motives. While in many online communities users share similar interests (McKenna, 

Green, & Gleason, 2002; Steinman et al., 2015; Stokburger-Sauer & Wiertz 2015), on Facebook, 



users follow a wide variety of firm-generated content regardless of the interests of their friends 

(Sibai, de Valck, Farrell, & Rudd 2015). However, their public responses to firm-generated 

content are visible to their online friends, and some cultural dimensions will limit and others 

encourage their willingness to publicly respond to firm-generated content.  For instance, 

Hofstede’s (2010) cultural dimension of masculinity has been linked to undertaking activities for 

the purpose of self-promotion, and word of mouth (Lam, Lee, & Mizerski 2009), and cultural 

dimension on indulgence vs. restraint to how important enjoyment is when undertaking different 

activities (Hofstede 2010). Thus, both dimensions can prove relevant when studying user 

responses to firm-generated content. We might also need to consider the joint effect of cultural 

dimensions on user responses rather than analysing individualism in isolation. 

In conclusion, while cross-cultural literature increases our understanding of the differences in 

online behaviour across countries, existing studies are mainly descriptive (focusing on the cross-

country comparisons without addressing the question of why the differences exist.) Moreover, 

their context is limited in terms of analysed behaviours and studies that do take cultural 

dimensions into account arrive at contradictory results regarding the influence of specific cultural 

dimensions on user online behaviour. Thus, to establish a deeper understanding of dissimilarities 

in online behaviours this paper takes into account cultural dimensions of in-group collectivism, 

or masculinity, and indulgence versus restraint from established cultural frameworks of Hofstede 

(2010) and House et al. (2004).  

2.3. Cultural dimensions used in the study  

2.3.1. In-group Collectivism  

In-group collectivism relates to the notion of interdependence and is defined by House et al. 

(2010: 118) as “The degree to which organizational and societal institutional practices 



encourage and reward the collective distribution of resources and collective action”. Thus, 

individuals from cultures scoring high on in-group collectivism tend to identify themselves with 

their families and have pride in their affiliations with others in their reference group, whereas 

cultures scoring low on this dimension identify with their reference groups to a lesser extent 

(House et al. 2010). We use in-group collectivism instead of Hofstede’s individualism, as the 

latter combines two sub-dimensions: Institutional Collectivism and In-group Collectivism 

(House, Quigley & de Luque 2010).  In-group collectivism is more relevant in the context of our 

study, as on Facebook responses to firm-generated content take place in the context of 

interactions with users’ friends (their reference group). In-group collectivism is related to user 

motives such as social integration and personal identity (self-presentation, self-expression). 

These motivations are group-referent and can only be fulfilled through social interactions with 

users’ online friends (Eisenbeiss et al. 2012; Dholakia, Bagozzi and Pearo 2004). 

2.3.2. Masculinity 

As argued in the literature review section, the results from prior studies on the role of 

collectivism in encouraging user responses are contradictory.  To understand the origin of these 

contradictory findings, we study the joint effect of cultural dimensions on user responses rather 

than analysing individualism in isolation. We argue that the dimension of masculinity vs. 

femininity is relevant in the context of public responses to firm-generated content. 

Masculinity as a cultural dimension is related to the notion of competitiveness, self-interest, and 

power (House et al. 2004; Peabody 1985; Schein 1992; Fyans et al. 1983; Laurant 1986). 

“Masculinity stands for a society in which social gender roles are clearly distinct. Men are 

supposed to be assertive, tough, and focused on material success; women are supposed to be 

more modest, tender, and concerned with the quality of life. (…) Femininity stands for a society 



in which social gender roles overlap. Both men and women are supposed to be modest, tender, 

and concerned with the quality of life.” (Hofstede et al. 2010: 297). Cultures with high scores on 

this dimension are referred to as masculine, and with low scores as feminine. Masculine cultures 

are task-oriented, admire material success and emphasize competition, assertiveness, and 

achievement, whereas feminine cultures are relationship-oriented, value caring for others, 

cooperation, and modesty. Unlike in masculine cultures, in feminine societies being boastful 

about one’s accomplishments is frowned upon (Hofstede et al. 2010). Therefore, the cultural 

dimension of masculinity vs. femininity is related to social integration (especially helping), 

personal identity (including self-presentation, self-expression, and self-assurance), and 

remuneration (Lam, Lee and Mizerski 2009).  

2.3.3. Indulgence vs. Restraint 

Indulgence vs. restraint as a cultural dimension is related to the notion of obtaining gratification 

and enjoyment versus controlling human desires (Hofstede et al. 2010). “Indulgence stands for a 

tendency to allow relatively free gratification of basic and natural human drives related to 

enjoying life and having fun.  Restraint reflects a conviction that such gratification needs to be 

curbed and regulated by strict social norms.” (Hofstede et al. 2010: 281). In cultures 

characterized by high levels of indulgence, leisure time, having fun and gratification of one’s 

desires are valued. On the other hand, high-restraint cultures control the satisfaction of their 

desires and value conforming to strict social norms regarding what is acceptable behaviour. 

Thus, in those cultures, leisure activities or expressing oneself are of little importance (Hofstede 

et al. 2010: 281). Therefore, the indulgence vs. restraint cultural dimension is highly relevant 

when theorizing the importance of entertainment motives and users perceived freedom to 

publicly respond to firm-generated content in social media.  



3 Methodology 

3.1. Sampling 

3.1.1. Country choice 

There are three different groups of factors influencing social media usage i.e.: enabling 

technology (and technology adoption) (Srite & Karhanna 2006; Steers, Meyer, & Sanchez-

Runde 2008), governmental policies, and sociocultural factors (Berthon et al. 2012). Therefore, 

to isolate the impact of cultural factors, the countries chosen for this study are similar regarding 

both technological levels and governmental regulations of social media. As previous research 

arrived at a consensus on the role of cultural dimensions of uncertainty avoidance and long-term 

orientation in online user behaviour, the countries we selected were to be at the same level on 

those dimensions (both with either a high or low score).  

As the research has not arrived at a consensus regarding social media use in individualistic and 

collectivistic cultures, we deemed it necessary to study the role of this cultural dimension further. 

Thus, chosen countries had to represent cultures with low and high levels of in-group 

collectivism. To deepen this analysis and investigate the role of cultural dimensions that were 

previously neglected by the academic research, but which are promising to explain the 

differences in previous findings as argued above, chosen countries had to differ on masculinity 

and indulgence vs. restraint dimensions. Table 1. presents the scores of cultural dimensions for 

studied countries. 

Table 1. Cultural dimensions of Finland and Poland* 

 
Masculinity 
(Hofstede 

2001) 

Indulgence 
vs. 

Restraint 
(Hofstede 

2001) 

In-group 
Collectivism 

(House et 
al. 2004) 

Finland 26 57 4.23 
Poland 64 29 5.55 

 



*in bold the values of cultural dimensions considered by Hofstede (2001) and House et al. (2004) as high, in italic as low. 

 

Our analysis pertains to the cultural dimensions of indulgence vs. restraint, masculinity (Hofstede 

et al. 2010), and In-group Collectivism (House et al. 2004). Finland represents an individualistic, 

feminine, and indulgent culture, whereas Poland is a highly collectivistic, masculine culture 

characterized by Restraint. 

3.1.2. Study subjects 

Given the importance of taking context into account, we applied purposive (non-probability) 

sampling (Glaser & Strauss 1967) and considered the following factors: sample equivalence, 

daily social media use, Internet proficiency, and cultural exposure.  

Firstly, scholars suggest that in cross-cultural research, sample differences should be minimized 

so that other factors do not explain the results. This is achieved by selecting samples matching 

the primary characteristics (Van de Vijver and Leung 1997; Singh, Holzmueller and Nijssen 

2006). Therefore, to achieve sample equivalence and draw more exact theoretical predictions, we 

looked for populations comparable across studied countries (Calder, Philips & Tybout 1981). 

Secondly, Lynch (1999: 370) suggests that researchers should ask if the sample is typical on the 

constructs in question compared to “real people”. We were looking for a considerably large 

segment of social media users. Therefore, we took into account that among the followers of firm-

generated content on Facebook, there are significantly more younger users than old ones 

(Lipsman, Mudd, Rich, & Bruich 2012). We also considered the level of subjects’ Internet 

proficiency, their familiarity with, and frequency of social media use, and experiences with firm-

generated content. Thirdly, minimal intercultural exposure was also taken into account. 

Based on these criteria, subjects for this research were sampled from student populations in 

Finland and Poland. Students represent similar age groups, education levels, and experience with 



social media, and therefore are a relatively homogenous group. This homogeneity of sample 

reduces the error variance and results in a stronger test of theory (DuFrene, Engelland, Lehman, 

& Pearson 2005). Furthermore, students are one of the largest groups of Facebook users (Mack, 

Behler, Roberts & Rimland 2007). Thus, paraphrasing Lynch’s (1999) cited above question of 

whether the sample represents typical social media users, in our study, students constitute a large 

segment of “real social media users”.  

When selecting subjects for participation in the interviews, the sampling procedure was 

purposive. Interviewees were recruited via personal contacts and referrals from other informants 

(Patton 1990). For the interviews to validate the study findings beyond the younger generation 

sampled for participation in diary research, interviews were conducted among working 

professionals. Other criteria used for recruiting informants were: each consumer uses social 

media on a weekly basis and follows some firms on social media. The average age of the 

interview sample was 46 years old, 50% were men. Table 2. presents the characteristics of the 

interviewees and information about interviews.  

  



Table 2. Interviewees 

No. Nationality Age  
(years) Gender 

Length of 
social 

media use 

Social media 
platforms 

used 

Frequency of 
social media 

use 

Interview 
length 

1 FI 29 female 6 years Facebook 
LinkedIn 

3 times/ 
week: 1h/day 1.5 h 

2 FI 51 male 6 years Facebook 
LinkedIn 2-3h/day 45 min 

3 FI 55 male 5 years 
Facebook 
LinkedIn 
Twitter 

1-2h/day 1.5 h 

4 FI 43 female 10 years Facebook 
LinkedIn 1-2h/day 1.5 h 

5 PL 46 female 4 years Facebook 3h/day 45 min 

6 PL 28 female 5 years Facebook 
LinkedIn 0.5-1h/day 1.5 h 

7 PL 54 male 7 years 
Facebook 
LinkedIn 
Twitter 

1 h/day 1 h 

8 PL 58 male 5 years Facebook 
LinkedIn 1.5-2h/day 1.5 h 

 

The interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

3.2. Data collection 

According to Cognitive Response Theory, “the spontaneous thoughts (cognitive responses) 

elicited by exposure to a message act as direct mediators of attitude formation” and immediate 

reports of those spontaneous thoughts mirror cognitive reactions taking place during the 

exposure to the message (Olson, Toy, & Dover 1982). Therefore, when choosing the method 

appropriate for this study, it was considered that it should enable respondents to express their 

spontaneous responses to the firm-generated content they are exposed to. Thus, data for this 

research was collected through research diaries, open-ended user narratives, and interviews. 

Figure 1 presents the data collection process. 



 

Figure 1. Data collection process 

Research diary is defined as “a research tool that requires respondents to make regular records of 

their daily lives and experiences” (Mariño, Minichiello, & Browne 1991). For seven days, study 

subjects reported on their experiences of firm-generated content and elaborated on their 

responses to it.  

With this event-contingent diary procedure, participants reported firm-generated content 

whenever they found themselves exposed to it (posts appeared on their Facebook timeline from 

Facebook pages they previously clicked ‘like’; or suggested posts appeared on their timeline). 

Participants described the firm-generated content they were exposed to and elaborated on their 

responses to it (was firm-generated content shared, commented, clicked ‘like’, or only privately 



consumed, or ignored?). They also described underlying motives for their public and private 

responses to firm-generated content.  

This study format incorporating event-contingent diaries allowed us to capture users’ immediate 

responses and details of their experience with firm-generated content without retrospective bias 

(Wheeler & Reis 1991) or interviewer effect (Iida, Shrout, Laurenceau, & Bolger 2012), and 

without exposure to firm-generated content being removed from its social context. This 

procedure assured the ecological validity of the study (Bolger, Davis, & Rafaeli 2003) and 

allowed us to provide an accurate account of informants’ social media experiences, including 

their motivations to privately or publicly respond to firm-generated content.  

In total, 66 individuals participated in the diary study: 32 Finnish, 34 Polish (See Table 1). They 

were students from universities in Finland and Poland. They were offered extra credits for 

participation in the study. They reported their responses to 763 firm-generated posts. Each of the 

participants reported on average 12 instances of firm-generated content, with the number of 

reports ranging from a total of just 3 up to 47. Thus, the sample was diverse and included 

individuals with a different intensity of social media participation. 

Table 3. Diary reports 

Country Finland Poland Aggregated 

No. of respondents 32 34 66 
No. of diary reports 437 326 763 

Av. no. of reports per 
participant 14 10 12 

% male (female) 44% (56) 47% (53) 46% (54) 
 

In the second phase of the study, diary participants were asked to write open-ended narratives on 

the role of social media in their daily lives, their expectations regarding firm-generated content, 

and how and why they had typically responded to firm-generated content over the past seven 



days of diary keeping. Aside from revealing the underlying motives of participants’ responses, 

open-ended narratives situated their replies within the context of user motivations and exposed 

the social norms of behaviour (Moisander & Valtonen 2006) allowing us to explore how those 

norms restrict public responses to firm-generated content in a particular cultural context.  

In addition, we conducted eight interviews with users who did not participate in the diary 

exercise. They represented a different demographic group (see section 3.1.2. for more details), 

and thus the interviews served to validate the study findings beyond the younger generation 

(represented in the diary research) by sampling diverse group of working professionals.  

3.3. Data analysis 

The data was analysed through qualitative data analysis (Glaser & Strauss 1967; Corbin & 

Strauss 1990; Spiggle 1994). The objectives of this study addressed the scarcity of the theoretical 

knowledge on user responses to firm-generated content and the study aimed at theory 

development. Thus, data analysis was guided by a systematic combining approach. Systematic 

combining allows us to merge deductive and inductive thinking by moving back and forth 

between our data set and existing literature (Dubois and Gadde 2002) rather than strictly 

following a priori theoretical framework or conducting analysis without any framework in mind 

(Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki, & Welch 2010). This process was carried out in six stages, during 

which the textual data was read nine times. The process was supported by NVivo software.  

In the first step, we conducted open-coding (Corbin and Strauss 1990). The pages of written text 

were dissected, sentence by sentence, with the purpose of identification of preliminary 

categories. This process consisted of recognizing the concepts emerging from the textual data, 

and categorizing user responses to firm-generated content and their underlying motives 

(Sinkovics et al. 2008). Any responses to firm-generated content and their underlying motives 



were coded with an in vivo descriptor (e.g. ‘I shared it because my friends will appreciate me 

letting them know about this event.’, or ‘I shared it with friends because my friends respect me 

for sharing this type of post).  

In the second step, to reduce the in vivo descriptors to codes (Corbin and Strauss 1990), we 

classified in vivo descriptors into concepts, which represented the context of different 

motivations to respond to firm-generated content (e.g., the in vivo descriptor ‘I shared it with 

friends because my friends respect me for sharing this type of posts’ was categorized as ‘gaining 

recognition for sharing content’).  

Third, those initial categories were related to each other through axial coding (Corbin and 

Strauss 1990). The axial coding involved identifying concepts that can be grouped together. To 

ensure the internal consistency and discreteness of the categories, we asked two questions 

(Jarzabkowski 2008): (1) Is this code similar to the other code? (2) Is this code different from the 

other code? This step resulted in forming categories (e.g., gaining recognition). While grouping 

the concepts into the categories, we were moving back and forth between inductive thinking, the 

existing body of knowledge and deductive thinking to recognize and incorporate any emerging 

themes (Sobh and Perry 2006) including motivations for online behaviour identified by existing 

literature. As a result of this process the following codes emerged: (I) Responses to firm-

generated content: (1) ignored, (2) private response (watching or reading the content), (3) public 

responses (including content sharing, clicking ‘like’, commenting, or tagging; (II) Motivations to 

respond to firm-generated content (1) maximizing personal utility, (2) individuation, (3) self-

enhancement, (4) expressing care/helping others, (5) gaining information-based power, (6) self-

indulgence. 



Next, to verify the quality of the coding framework, a method corresponding to that used by 

other qualitative researchers (Dutton, Ashford, Neill & Lawrence 2001; Jarzabkowski 2008) was 

used. A researcher familiar with the research objectives of the study and informed of the coding 

framework (Miles and Huberman, 1994), as well as fluent in both languages provided a check of 

the corresponding author’s coding. She followed the procedure for ensuring the internal 

consistency and discreteness of the categories (outlined above). Her comments were favourable 

and supported that the text represents an accurate insight into user responses to firm-generated 

content in both countries, and she also pointed to the instances where, in her opinion, the data did 

not fit the specified coding framework. Initial reliability ratings between her and the 

corresponding author’s codings (Miles and Huberman 1994) were above 94% for each of the 

codes, and the disagreements were resolved through discussion. 

The next phase involved between-country comparison, aiming at the identification of the 

commonalities and differences in how users respond to firm-generated content in Finland and 

Poland.  

Furthermore, we checked whether there were any differences in data collected from different 

samples: from diaries and narratives (sample of young social media users), and from interviews 

(sample of working professionals). In what follows we present the study findings. Supporting 

quotes are presented in Tables 4-7. 

4 Findings 

4.1. The role of social media in subjects’ everyday lives 

Among our study subjects in both countries, the key motivation for social media use is first and 

foremost keeping in touch with their online friends (social integration), and second, access to 

information related to hobbies and news (see Table 4. Row 1 for the supporting quotes). These 



motivations are consistent with previous research on the motives for social media participation 

(Dholakia et al. 2004; Eisenbeiss, Blechschmidt, Backhaus & Freund 2012; Heinonen 2011; 

Seidman 2013; Gironda and Korgaonkar 2014). The frequency of reported social media use is 

similar in both countries – the majority of users access social media daily or several times a day 

regardless of the country of origin. The usual responses to firm-generated content are 

experiencing content privately (e.g. content watching or reading), or publicly clicking ‘like’ and 

sharing firm posts.  

  



TABLE 4: Representative quotes of the informants’ motivations 

Online 
behaviour 

Relevant cultural 
dimension(s) 

Supporting quotes* 
Finland Poland 
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KEEPING IN TOUCH 
ACCESS TO NEWS, HOBBIES, INFORMATION 

− I´m on social media because all of my friends 
are there, there we share information and 
connect with each other. I´m there also because 
I follow companies/brands and other 
interesting things which keep me up to date on 
issues I´m highly interested about. The amount 
of fresh information what I can find from 
social media is important to me and it is the 
easiest platform to seek events, brands and 
companies because you also know that you 
will find fresh information from them. (N) 

− I use social media to connect with my friends. I 
feel that the social medias are the best way to 
reach multiple friends at once. I don’t even 
know my friends’ e-mails. (…)  

− Social media, for me, is a way to stay 
connected with friends but also to hear about 
the news of the world. Hence, it plays a big 
role in my everyday life. (N) 

− (…) I am there to keep in touch with my 
family who does not live in Helsinki and 
friends or colleagues from work… or people 
with whom I no longer meet face-to-face that 
often – for example my friends from the 
college years or high school or previous 
workplace. The latter are more for networking 
than really keeping in touch on personal level. 
(I) 

− I use social media (Facebook) mainly to keep in 
touch with friends, family, colleagues, co-
workers. I observe what is happening in their 
lives and communicate. Besides that, social 
media helps me keep up-to-date with what is 
happening in the world and helps me have an 
easy access to the information that I find 
interesting e.g. regarding sports and politics. (N) 

− Social media offer the best way to quickly 
communicate with my friends and have access 
to relevant pages regarding news or things of 
interest. (N) 

− I have started using social media because 
everyone was there… I mean all of my friends 
were there and I just wanted to be up-to date 
with what was going on in their lives, we have a 
saying that if you are not on Facebook, you do 
not exist (…) After some time when social 
media became more and more popular, different 
companies started joining in, and so I started to 
follow some pages e.g. related to news or 
soccer. (…) So I think that most of my friends 
use it in the same ways – to keep in touch with 
people you know or to be up-to date with some 
topics that interest you. (I) 

 
*(D) – quotation from respondent diaries; (N) –quotation from open-ended narrative; (I) –interview quote. 



4.2. In-group Collectivism and engagement in social media 

On average, Finnish respondents were exposed to 14 firm posts during the diary-keeping period 

(posts appeared on their Facebook timeline from Facebook pages they previously clicked ‘like’, 

or suggested posts appeared on their timeline), whereas Polish respondents were exposed to 10 

firm-generated posts. While studied countries are similar on how often users use social media in 

their daily lives, Polish informants respond to firm-generated content publicly (by sharing, 

tagging, commenting, or clicking ‘like’) almost four times more often than Finish informants. 

Moreover, responses of Finns involve mainly privately reading or watching content. (See Table 

5. for the frequencies of private versus public responses to firm-generated content reported in 

user diaries).  

Table 5. Reported responses to firm-generated content 

ENGAGEMENT BEHAVIOURS 
COUNTRY 

FINLAND POLAND 

% OF PUBLIC RESPONSES1 8 % 31 % 

% CLICKING LIKE2 84 % 89 % 

% SHARING2 19 % 20 % 

% COMMENTING2 3 % 14 % 

% TAGGING2 3 % 7 % 

% OF PRIVATE RESPONSES 49 % 40 % 

% OF CONTENT IGNORED 43 % 29% 

Notes: 
1 Read as the percentage of diaries that reported public responses to firm-generated content in the 
total number of firm-generated content reported by subjects in a particular country 
2 Read as the proportion of this type of response to firm-generated content in all public responses 
reported by subjects in a given country; the percentages of different public responses do not sum up 
to 100% as one can click ‘like’, comment on, share or tag the same firm-generated content.  

 



Finnish subjects are less likely than Polish ones to respond publicly to firm-generated content  

(click ‘like,’ comment, share, or tag the firm-generated content). They prefer to privately read 

and watch content on their own, rather than publicly respond to it, even though motivations to 

use social media are the same in both countries. Moreover, Finnish subjects are more likely than 

Polish subjects to ignore firm-generated content (43% of reported firm-generated content in 

Finland was ignored versus 29% in Poland). Thus, a question arises as to why those differences 

between countries exist, and in what manner culture influences users’ willingness to publicly 

respond to firm-generated content they are exposed to.  

As previously discussed, there has been a discussion in the literature regarding how collectivism 

influences the intensity of social media use (Goodrich and De Mooij 2014; Okazaki and Taylor 

2013; Yang et al. 2011).  

The diary reports of Finnish and Polish subjects in this study show that in-group collectivism 

influences the response type (private vs. public response to firm-generated content) rather than 

the intensity of social media use. (See Table 6. for supporting quotes). Our study suggests that 

user responses to firm-generated content in individualistic cultures are more private, whereas 

collectivistic cultures publicly respond to firm-generated content by disclosing their preferences 

to their online connections through content sharing or engaging in conversations through 

commenting on firm-generated content. Our subjects in Finland (an individualistic country) ask 

‘What is in it for me? – How is this content relevant to what I am doing right now?’ before 

publicly responding to firm-generated content, whereas in Poland (a collectivistic country) users 

publicly respond to content with the intention of keeping in touch with their online friends.



TABLE 6: Representative quotes of the informants’ motivations 

Online 
behaviour 

Relevant cultural 
dimension(s) 

Supporting quotes* 

Finland Poland 
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I COLLECTIVISM 
FINLAND: LOW 
POLAND: HIGH 

FOCUS ON THE LEISURE ACTIVITY, MAXIMIZING 
PERSONAL UTILITY 

- Is this content related to the leisure activity I am 
pursuing? 

PRIVATE RESPONSES 

FOCUS ON KEEPING IN TOUCH WITH FRIENDS 
- Is this content helping me connect with my 

friends? 
PUBLIC RESPONSES 

− I would not spend time on something that is 
not somehow related to my interests or my life 
(N). 

− I have no idea why some products are being 
advertised to me (…), it can be frustrating to 
read about some personally absolutely 
meaningless Canaries vacation. (N) 

− I mostly read the posts that I find of special 
importance. I get relevant information related 
to my hobbies such as music or yoga. It has to 
be something of high personal interest for me 
to like it and take my time to read at all. If it 
has no information that I find relevant I simply 
ignore it. (D) 

− My responses not only depend on the type of 
content that shows up, but when it is shared. If 
I am on social media because I am bored and I 
am looking for some entertaining video that 
my friends shared on Facebook, and I see some 
irrelevant firm posts, my reaction will not be 
positive, or if I logged in with the intention to 
read some articles on Salsa… I subscribe to 
some pages on Salsa dancing (…) and I am 
disturbed by some  ad, I will also not be happy 
about it, but when I was looking for a necklace 
to buy, I did respond positively to this kind of 
posts. (…) So... it all depends on the context 
and why I am there at the time and what I am 
doing at the time. (I) 

− The content that I share with others was such 
that was somehow relevant to my friends’ 
activity and commenting it would help to stay in 
touch (N). 

− I went to their Facebook page immediately 
when I saw that my friend shared it (…) I 
wanted to help him to (…) this is also a good 
way for us to follow this up with a messenger 
conversation and update each other on our lives 
(D) 

− [Firm-generated content I share] helps me to 
somehow connect with my friends, something 
that I know they either find of interests, or 
relates to something we have done together, and 
in general some ‘hot’ topic that I know will 
stimulate the discussion and my friends will be 
commenting on. (I) 



4.3. Maximizing personal utility from the perspective of cultural dimensions of Collectivism 

and Masculinity 

Goodrich and De Mooij (2014) suggest that low level of Collectivism contributes to using social 

media for maximizing personal utility and thus content searching, and Okazaki and Taylor 

(2013) suggest that it contributes to undertaking self-promotion activities through content 

sharing. In this study, Finnish subjects (representing low levels of Collectivism) as predicted by 

this previous research to maximize their utility. However, they do so not through content sharing 

as previously suggested (Goodrich & De Mooij, 2014; Okazaki & Taylor, 2013), but through 

private reading and watching of the content that they find relevant (See Table 6). They follow 

firm-generated content related to their hobbies and interests and privately respond to it through 

content reading and watching. 

Standing out from the crowd (individuation) is frowned upon in feminine cultures (Hofstede 

2010). As Finland is a feminine culture (with a low score of Masculinity (Hofstede et al. 2010)), 

sharing content for self-promotion would not be appreciated by users’ online colleagues. 

Therefore, rather than sharing content that would enhance their image, Finns focus on whether 

sharing the content would hurt their image by making them appear boastful. Moreover, feminine 

cultures focus on caring for others (Hofstede et al. 2010). This behaviour is reflected in study 

subjects reporting that they consider whether firm-generated content helps them care for their 

online connections when deciding to publicly respond to the content  (See Table 7.). Expressing 

care and helping others is reflected in sharing firm-generated content their friends find of value.  

Polish subjects, who engage in more public responses to firm-generated content than Finnish 

subjects, show more interest in standing out from the crowd by trying to enhance their image or 

celebrate their accomplishments through content sharing (See Table 7.). This behaviour is 



consistent with the fact that masculine cultures are driven by the need for achievement and 

constant improvement (Hofstede et al. 2010; McClelland, 1955, 1961).  

Moreover, by sharing relevant content with others, users can obtain information-based power 

(Labrecque, vor dem Esche, Mathwick, Novak & Hofacker 2013) based on how much they 

contributed to their community (p. 244; Baumeister 1998). Sharing relevant content with 

interested parties allows individuals to establish their position in the group and gain recognition 

(Labrecque et al. 2013), and Polish respondents share firm-generated content with this purpose in 

mind (See Table 7.). 

Therefore, while informants in both countries publicly respond to firm-generated content by 

sharing content that helps and provides value to their connections, they do so with different 

underlying motivations. Finnish respondents share content to care for others, whereas Polish 

respondents publicly respond to firm-generated content to gain recognition in their social circle.  

  



TABLE 7: Representative quotes of the informants’ motivations 

Online 
behaviour 

Relevant cultural 
dimension(s) 

Supporting quotes* 
Finland Poland 
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II MASCULINITY 
FINLAND: FEMININE 

POLAND: MASCULINE 

RELATIONSHIP ORIENTATION 
PROVIDING VALUE 
PUBLIC RESPONSES 

SELF-PRESENTATION 
FOCUS ON STANDING OUT, CELEBRATING 

ACCOMPLISHMENTS 
PUBLIC RESPONSES 

− I could share some content of a company 
directly to my friend but not share the post on 
my own Facebook wall. (…) information that 
would be interesting in my friend’s point of 
view and he or she could benefit from that. On 
the other hand, (…) it’s better to share the 
information directly to a friend than use public 
platforms for that. On the other hand, if there 
would be something interesting to large group 
of people that would be better to post. (N) 

− Some of my international friends share a lot of 
content like ‘oh I went to this expensive 
restaurant see how well I am doing’, or stayed 
at this hotel, or drank this champagne at an 
airport lounge, or bought latest Mac. (…) I see 
this is in contrast to what Finns are doing, we 
do not want to stand out from the crowd too 
much and if I shared anything like that I would 
appear very boastful as if you were trying to 
show someone you are better than they are. 
(…) I feel if we publicly share, we share things 
in a more selfless caring way. (I) 

− In general, I tend to remain indifferent toward 
company content on social media (…) I would 
share the posts that help me enhance my image. 
But nothing from any well-known brands as I do 
not want to promote them for free. (N) 

− I shared it because I wanted my friends to know 
that I had the latest Mac. (D) 

− I ‘checked-in’ the hotel so that my friends see 
how well I am doing at my new job. (D) 

NETWORK/INFORMATION POWER, RECOGNITION 
PUBLIC RESPONSES 

− If there is something that informs about big 
sales – to share with friends to remind about 
myself and be popular for giving useful content. 
(N). 

− I hardly share anything from companies unless it 
is something on the discount etc. My friends 
appreciate it. (N) 

− I tagged the information on the gym that I know 
my friend would appreciate.  (D) 

 
*(D) – quotation from respondent diaries; (N) –quotation from open-ended narrative; (I) –interview quote. 



4.4. How indulgence versus restraint shape responses to firm-generated content 

According to existing research, users often become frustrated with irrelevant firm-generated 

content communicated to them on social media as it interferes with the ongoing activity they are 

performing at the time of the content exposure (Retie, 2001; Stone, 2010, AdReaction, 2010). 

However, as our study shows, the extent of negative reactions might be shaped by users’ cultural 

background. This cultural influence is reflected in Finnish and Polish subjects responding 

differently to the firm-generated content intruding on their ongoing activities. 

Individuals from societies characterized by indulgence feel free to act on their impulses and fulfil 

their desires regarding having fun and enjoying themselves. Leisure time in countries 

characterized by high Indulgence is appreciated and plays a major role in people’s lives. On the 

other hand, Restraint societies feel limited by social norms, and perceive self-indulgence as 

wrong, thus paying attention to controlling their yearnings (Hofstede et al.2010). 

As reflected in supportive quotes (Table 8), Finnish subjects react very negatively when the 

content they are exposed to is imposed on them and does not fit the context of the leisure activity 

they perform. Relatedness to the ongoing activity concerns both the content itself and timing. As 

shown in previous sections, users respond to firm-generated content with a purpose in mind. 

Therefore, firm-generated content which is aggressive and/or communicated repeatedly results in 

a negative perception of the firm, especially when it is unrelated to and disturbs an ongoing 

leisure activity. Finnish subjects expect firms in social media to target them with content that fits 

into the context of what they are doing on social media at the moment when firm-generated 

content is communicated to them. 

On the other hand, Polish subjects are not angered by firm-generated content that is unrelated to 

what they do and simply ignore it. They also tend to ignore a smaller proportion of firm-



generated content and tend to be understanding of firms trying to present their content to them 

(See Table 8.).  

Moreover, the fear of appearing indulgent, which was not revealed among Finnish subjects, 

prevents users in Poland from sharing some of the content. This happens in two different 

contexts: when they are exposed to firm-generated content at a time when they do not want their 

friends to see that they are ‘wasting their time on Facebook’ by publicly responding to it, or 

when the content relates to an activity or product that would make them appear indulgent. 

  



TABLE 8: Representative quotes of the informants’ motivations 

Online 
behaviour 

Relevant cultural 
dimension(s) 

Supporting quotes* 
Finland Poland 
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I INDULGENCE VS. 
RESTRAINT 

 
FINLAND: INDULGENT 
POLAND: RESTRAINT 

USER REACTIONS TO CONTENT INTERRUPTING SOCIAL MEDIA ACTIVITY 

BEING FRUSTRATED WITH CONTENT IGNORING CONTENT 

− You know what the users want. They want their 
moment of peace. Why not construct your 
marketing strategy around this idea instead of 
thrusting more and more senseless messages 
down their throats and hoping they won’t start 
banning your products for the remainder of their 
lifetime? It’s like an ex- partner who won’t stop 
sending you messages and calling you at 2 am, 
even when you ask them not to. The only solution 
is to block them, because they clearly are not 
getting the message. (N) 

− My will, as a consumer is to watch a video about 
cats. The company’s well calculated decision is to 
interrupt that. My reaction will be hostile. (N) 

− If I found the advert to interrupt me from doing 
something that I was supposed to do for an 
extended period of time, I was irritated. (N) 

− When I share firm-generated content I want it to 
somehow help my friends or perhaps not help but 
at least be something they are interested in and a 
piece of information they find valuable. Let’s say 
I know that my mother and few more friends like 
knitting so yesterday when I saw a sweater… it 
was from a fashion company, I shared it and 
tagged them asking if they want to knit something 
with this kind of pattern, because I thought they 
might be interested in making one like that, it was 
very beautiful. (I) 

− I was reading the updates on the latest game, so this 
company post was totally out of place for me as I am 
not interested in buying a watch right now, so I ignored 
it. (D) 

− I understand companies want to market their products, 
and have to use social media to try to reach us, but if I 
am not interested I simply scroll down (N) 

− We all know that companies have to make their 
money, and of course if I do not have to pay for using 
Facebook, I understand that sometimes I will see some 
company ads, but I think that is entirely 
understandable. So I will just ignore this irrelevant 
content, but no, it does not really affect my perception 
of the company in any way (I) 

FEAR OF APPEARING INDULGENT 

− If I am not interested in what the company is posting I 
will simply not share it, but also because I have many 
different people as friends on Facebook, I will not share 
something because I do not want them to know that I 
am wasting my time on this game. (N) 

− I did not share this content even though I am going to 
buy it because I do not want my friends to think that I 
am wasting my money on this while I should be saving. 
(D) 

− I said I was supposed to be busy working at this time, 
so if I share this, my friends will know that I am just 
enjoying myself rather that going to that meeting. (D) 

− (…) For instance, sometimes there is a post I am very 
interested in, and I would love to share it, but then I 
stop myself because I do not want my friends to think I 
am indulging in some idle gossips or parties, etc. (I)  



*(D) – quotation from respondent diaries; (N) –quotation from open-ended narrative; (I) –interview quote. 



5 Discussion 

This study contributes to social media behaviour literature by showing that not only what firms 

post, i.e., content design, but rather how their firm-generated content is aligned with user 

motivations, stemming from their cultural backgrounds, determines whether firm-generated 

content succeeds at stimulating desired user responses. While our understanding of user 

motivations for social media use has increased considerably over the past decade, previous 

studies in the field ignore that responses to firm-generated content and their underlying 

motivations vary depending on users’ cultural background.  

Therefore, this qualitative paper is an answer to calls (Dahl, 2015; Okazaki & Taylor, 2013; 

Goodrich & De Mooiji, 2014) to explore cultural influence on social media behaviour. Rather 

than focusing on descriptive comparisons between countries, we provide an answer as to why 

user responses to firm-generated content differ across cultures. We theorize how cultural 

dimensions of In-group Collectivism (House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman & Gupta 2004), 

Indulgence vs. Restraint, and Masculinity (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 2010) explain 

differences in user motivations to respond to firm-generated content (See Figure 2.). Moreover, 

rather than looking at specific cultural dimensions in isolation, we establish the joint impact of 

in-group collectivism and masculinity on user responses to firm-generated content. We also 

demonstrate that, depending on user cultural background, social norms play less or more central 

influence on public responses to firm-generated content. 

Figure 2. summarizes the user motives for responses to firm-generated content based on cultural 

background. While users in highly collectivistic cultures are motivated by keeping in touch with 

their online connections through public responses to firm-generated content, those in 

individualistic societies aim at maximizing their personal utility through privately consuming the 



content. People in masculine cultures publicly respond to firm-generated content to enhance their 

image and stand out from the crowd, whereas those from feminine cultures do not want to appear 

boastful by sharing self-enhancing content and publicly respond to content to express their care 

for others. While individuals in cultures characterized by a high Indulgence score focus on 

leisure activities, those in Restraint-classed societies are cautious of the content they publicly 

respond to for a fear of appearing indulgent.  

 
COLLECTIVISM MASCULINITY INDULGENCE 

HIGH LOW HIGH LOW HIGH LOW 

RESPONSES 
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GENERATED 
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OUT 

 
SELF-

ENHANCEMENT 

CARING FOR 
OTHERS 
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APPEARING 
BOASTFUL 

FOCUS ON 
LEISURE 

ACTIVITY 

FEAR OF 
APPEARING 
INDULGENT 

 
Figure 2. Responses to firm-generated content - classification of user motives and fears based on 

cultural background 
 

5.1. Collectivism vs. Individualism 

Firstly, while previous studies did not arrive at a consensus whether collectivistic or 

individualistic cultures are more active on social media (Goodrich and De Mooij 2014; Okazaki 

and Taylor 2013; Yang et al. 2011), we show that it is not the intensity of social media use, but 

the type of user responses (public vs. private) to firm-generated content that differ among 

collectivistic and individualistic cultures. While collectivistic cultures engage more in public 

responses such as content commenting, tagging, or sharing, individualistic cultures focus on 

privately experiencing firm-generated content related to their interests with a focus on their 

leisure activities. Thus, we propose: 

Proposition 1: In collectivistic cultures, users engage in more public responses to firm-generated 

content than in individualistic cultures. 



Proposition 2: In individualistic cultures users engage in more private responses to firm-

generated content than in collectivistic cultures 

5.2. The joint effect of Collectivism and Masculinity 

Secondly, another debate in existing literature pertained to the role of self-presentation motive in 

individualistic and collectivistic cultures. While previous research suggests that individualistic 

cultures use social media content for self-presentation and promotion (Goodrich and De Mooij, 

2014; Okazaki and Taylor, 2013), our subjects from Finland (representing an individualistic 

country) are not driven by this kind of motivations. We are able to explain this contrasting 

finding by taking into account another cultural dimension i.e. masculinity (Hofstede’s et al. 

2010). Our study shows that even users in a highly individualistic country might not engage in 

self-promotion activities when, at the same time, they represent a very feminine culture. Thus, 

we show that Okazaki and Taylor’s (2013) claim might only be true for cultures that are both 

individualistic and masculine. Moreover, by integrating the concept of information-based power 

(Baumeister 1998; Labrecque et al. 2013), we show that users in collectivistic and 

simultaneously masculine cultures rather than individualistic cultures engage in self-oriented 

self-promotion activities. Under the pretence of contributing relevant content to their online 

connections, users from collectivistic and masculine cultures can try to establish their position in 

the group and gain recognition. Thus, we establish the relationship between masculinity and self-

promotion motives which was previously attributed only to the cultural dimension of 

individualism.  

Therefore, we show that the cultural dimension of collectivism should not be interpreted in 

isolation. Even in countries characterized by low collectivism (high individualism), the 

importance of the motive for maximizing personal utility can be reduced by low levels of 



masculinity preventing users from acting in a self-enhancing manner and, resulting in users 

solely privately responding to firm-generated content. However, high levels of collectivism 

combined with high masculinity may result in content sharing with the aim of self-presentation. 

Thus, we also propose that: 

Proposition 3: In collectivistic and masculine cultures, users publicly share firm-generated 

content to enhance their position within the group by sharing content relevant to 

their reference group. 

Proposition 4: In individualistic and feminine cultures users avoid publicly sharing firm-

generated content to enhance their image, but share content that can help their 

reference group. 

5.3. Indulgence vs. Restraint 

Moreover, study findings suggest that previously neglected cultural dimension of indulgence vs. 

restraint (Hofstede et al. 2010) shape the extent to which users feel they have been disturbed by 

firm-generated content when it does not fit into an ongoing leisure activity. We propose that: 

Proposition 5: In indulgent cultures, firm-generated content that does not fit into an ongoing 

leisure activity meets with more negative responses than in restraint cultures. 

Moreover, by studying subjects’ immediate responses to firm-generated content in the everyday 

context of online interactions that occur in their real lives, we reveal that the cultural dimension 

of indulgence vs. restraint influences the importance of social norms when publicly responding 

to firm-generated content. High levels of Restraint (low score of Indulgence) can make users less 

willing to publicly respond to firm-generated content through e.g. content sharing for the fear of 

appearing indulgent. Users in restraint cultures are either concerned that they will be perceived 



as people who waste their time on social media, or that the content they privately experience 

does not conform to social norms of their reference group. Thus, we propose: 

Proposition 6: In restraint cultures, users avoid publicly responding to firm-generated content 

that does not conform to social norms in their reference group not to appear 

indulgent. 

In sum, while previous research took into account the limited number of cultural dimensions of 

individualism, power distance, or uncertainty avoidance, our study shows that other cultural 

dimensions such as masculinity or indulgence vs. restraint play a vital role in shaping user 

responses to firm-generated content.  

6 Conclusions 

6.1. Contributions 

Our study answers the call to study social media from a cross-cultural perspective (Dahl, 2015; 

Goodrich and De Mooiji 2014; Okazaki and Taylor 2013). The study provides a holistic 

perspective on user responses to firm-generated content by going beyond content characteristics, 

and situating these responses within the context of user social media experience. As a key 

contribution, by looking at both public and private responses to firm-generated content we 

demystify the idea that it is the intensity of social media participation that differs between 

individualistic and collectivistic cultures (e.g. Okazaki and Taylor 2013; Goodrich and De 

Mooiji 2014), and show that what differs is users’ willingness to publicly respond to firm-

generated content. Most interestingly, our findings establish the role of the cultural dimensions 

of masculinity, and indulgence versus restraint (Hofstede et al. 2010), which were not taken into 

account by previous research on social media behaviour. We also show that the role of cultural 

dimensions should not be analysed in isolation. By providing a more holistic perspective on the 



joint effects of cultural dimensions, and introducing the role of previously neglected dimensions, 

our findings help explain the contradictory findings in the scholarly works. Because we study 

user responses to firm-generated content in real life rather than them being removed from the 

context of their online connections and activities, we are able to look at how social norms shape 

user responses to firm-generated content in different ways. Ultimately, by integrating cross-

cultural theory into the analysis of user responses to firm-generated content, our results can help 

firms stimulate desired user responses to firms’ social media content by helping them design 

content that addresses motives stemming from the cultural background of their target audience. 

6.2. Managerial implications 

Aside from theoretical contributions, the purpose of this paper is to help marketers develop firm-

generated content in social media that succeeds at stimulating desired user responses in different 

cultural markets. The study findings provide important guidance for international firms trying to 

develop firm-generated content that will be congruent with their target audience’s cultural 

background and help companies decide whether to adapt or standardise their firm-generated 

content communicated on social media in different countries, based on the cultural background 

of their target groups. 

We suggest that firms producing their content for markets in countries characterized by high 

indulgence pay close attention to their firm-generated content fitting ongoing leisure activities 

performed by the user at the time when the content is communicated to him or her. This finding 

suggests the importance of targeting content not only based on the demographic characteristics 

or interests of the user, but also the timing and ongoing social media activity of the user. On the 

other hand, users in societies characterized by restraint show more tolerance to content 

interrupting their activity, but are very conscious of not being judged based on the content they 



share. Thus, even if they enjoy the content and engage with it privately, they are reluctant to 

publicly respond to it, if their online friends do not approve of that particular issue. Thus, in 

restraint societies, marketers should pay attention to designing content that complies with 

commonly followed social norms. On the other hand, this shows that the firm-generated content 

that does not generate clicks on ‘like’ or shares in restraint cultures should not be automatically 

disregarded as unsuccessful at attracting user attention. Similarly, users in highly individualistic 

cultures try to maximize their personal utility by privately consuming the content and do not 

necessarily publicly share it. Thus, in  individualistic cultures, in addition to relevant content, 

individual level incentives should be considered to encourage publicly sharing firm-generated 

content . When designing firm-generated content for masculine cultures, companies should keep 

in mind that if they want it to be publicly shared, it should help users enhance their image or 

enhance one’s reputation among one’s reference group. On the other hand, content designed for 

feminine cultures should aid users in helping their connections if it is to be shared.  

Thus, firms need to keep in mind that the potential toolbox required to stimulate sharing firm-

generated content publicly varies in culturally different markets. More important than content 

design is that it is it being targeted at user’s interests and motivations stemming from their 

cultural background.  

6.3. Future research directions 

While our research addresses several critical gaps in the literature and establishes the importance 

of additional cultural dimensions, as well as analysing their joint impact when studying user 

responses to firm-generated content, we suggest promising future directions stemming from the 

limitations of this study. Although our findings establish the cross-cultural differences, the 

sampling frame impedes the generalization of the findings. Thus, we encourage future research 



to test our propositions on more diverse and bigger populations, as well as on a greater number 

of countries. Moreover, more countries should be studied to further establish the influence of 

other combinations of cultural dimensions. 

While several studies on web commercials compared a student sample with a nonstudent sample 

and received mostly consistent results (the differences they found were attributable to web 

experience, i.e., students were more used to the Internet) (Stevenson, Bruner, & Kumar 2000; 

Bruner & Kumar 2000), and our interview findings were in line with the findings from diary 

research, we encourage future researchers to expand the sampling on older generations of social 

media users as they are becoming an important segment of social media users. Furthermore, as 

this study aimed at the exploration of the phenomena, future quantitative research is 

recommended to compare the importance of cultural dimensions and personal traits, or other 

demographic characteristics, on user responses to firm-generated content. 
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