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Abstract
Social media has become a strategic tool for firms worldwide to drive customer engagement (CE) and enhance business 
performance, yet limited research has systematically examined how social media content strategies (SMCSs) perform across 
cultural contexts. To address this gap, we conceptualize SMCS along three key dimensions—content characteristics, content 
source, and content valence—and develop a meta-analytic model grounded in signaling theory. Drawing on 148 empirical 
studies comprising 869 effect sizes, we examine the mediating role of CE, through which these content dimensions indirectly 
impact brand, product-market, and financial market performance. We also assess how national cultural values (i.e., individu-
alism, uncertainty avoidance, power distance, masculinity, long-term orientation, and indulgence) moderate the content–
engagement link. The findings reveal that CE serves as a key mechanism linking SMCSs to firm performance. Moreover, the 
strength and direction of these effects vary systematically across cultural values, highlighting important boundary conditions 
caused by national culture for social media content effectiveness. This study advances research at the intersection of social 
media and international business by providing a systematic cross-cultural account of how digital content strategies translate 
into engagement and performance outcomes.

Keywords  Social media content strategy · Customer engagement · National culture · Firm performance · Signaling theory · 
Meta-analysis

Introduction

With the rapid growth of social media in recent years, com-
panies increasingly invest in social media marketing to 
build stronger customer relationships and foster customer 

engagement (CE) (Li et al., 2021). As social media enables 
real-time interactions and personalized communications, 
businesses are shifting their focus beyond transactional 
exchanges to prioritize emotional engagement and long-term 
relationship building with customers (Farace et al., 2026). 
Among these efforts, social media content marketing stands 
out as a powerful tool, designed to deliver relevant, valu-
able, and resonant content to users (Yang et al., 2025). By 
facilitating interactions such as likes and comments, content 
marketing plays a critical role in shaping customer percep-
tions, stimulating CE, and ultimately enhancing business 
performance (Salonen et al., 2024). Yet despite numerous 
studies examining these associations (e.g., Kumar et al., 
2016; Meire et al., 2019), the underlying mechanisms remain 
conceptually fragmented and empirically inconsistent.

In particular, the literature offers limited clarity on which 
types of content are most effective. While some studies (e.g., 
Akpinar & Berger, 2017; Berger & Milkman, 2012) high-
light the viral potential of emotional appeals, others (e.g., 
Swani et al., 2017; Wahid et al., 2023) show that informa-
tional content performs better in high-involvement contexts. 

Accepted by Chris Baumann, Consulting Editor, 7 April 2026. This 
article has been with the authors for four revisions.

 *	 Fangfang Li 
	 f.f.li@leeds.ac.uk

	 Leonidas C. Leonidou 
	 leonidou.leonidas@ucy.ac.cy

	 Jieke Chen 
	 j.chen6@leeds.ac.uk

	 Constantine S. Katsikeas 
	 c.s.katsikeas@leeds.ac.uk

1	 Business School, University of Leeds, Woodhouse, 
Leeds LS2 9JT, UK

2	 Department of Business and Public Administration, School 
of Economics and Management, University of Cyprus, 1 
University Road, PO Box 20537, 1678 Nicosia, Cyprus

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41267-026-00870-x&domain=pdf


	 Journal of International Business Studies

Similar inconsistencies exist in research on the effectiveness 
of content source, mainly when comparing firm-generated 
content (FGC) and user-generated content (UGC). For 
instance, while FGC has been linked to higher offline sales 
in the automotive industry, where authority and detailed 
product information are valued (Wang et al., 2021), UGC is 
viewed as more credible and persuasive in contexts such as 
financial services (Wang & McCarthy, 2021). Findings on 
content valence also show that positive content is typically 
linked to favorable CE outcomes and improved brand per-
ceptions, while negative content sometimes generates more 
interactions and even drives conversion (Christodoulides 
et al., 2012; Yang et al., 2019). Such mixed findings become 
even more pronounced in the international business context, 
where cultural differences across markets play an impor-
tant role in shaping how individuals interpret and respond 
to social media content. For example, emotional appeals 
were reported to resonate more among Western audiences 
(Akpinar & Berger, 2017), while informational content has 
been shown to be more effective in Asian markets (Wahid 
et al., 2023).

These disparate results highlight the fragmented nature 
of extant research on social media content strategies 
(SMCSs)—firms’ marketing approaches to creating and dis-
seminating content on social media platforms. While previ-
ous studies have linked social media activities to CE and 
performance outcomes in a general sense, the conceptually 
fragmented and empirically inconsistent evidence may be 
due in part to the limitation of studying social media content 
features in isolation from one another and ignoring (or only 
partially considering) the role of cultural effects. As social 
media are inherently global, strategies that succeed in one 
cultural environment may fail in another. In the absence of a 
thorough synthesis of extant work, scholars lack a coherent 
theoretical understanding of how content strategies operate 
across contexts, and managers risk deploying content inef-
fectively in international markets.

To address these gaps, this study employs a theoretically 
grounded meta-analysis focusing on how SMCSs influence 
firm performance through CE. Drawing on signaling the-
ory (Spence, 1973), we conceptualize SMCSs as operating 
through a set of content-level signals that shape how con-
sumers interpret brand messages, engage with content, and 
respond behaviorally to yield certain performance results 
(Katsikeas et al., 2016). Specifically, the purpose of our 
study is to (1) identify the distinct dimensions of SMCSs—
content type, source, and valence—and assess their impor-
tance; (2) investigate CE’s role in mediating the connections 
of different SMCSs to various performance outcomes per-
taining to brand, product-market, and financial market; and 
(3) examine how Hofstede’s cultural dimensions moderate 
the effects of various SMCSs.

Our study makes three key contributions. First, we 
develop a novel conceptualization of SMCSs grounded in 
signaling theory. We conceptualize SMCS as operating 
through a structured signal system comprising three interre-
lated dimensions: the framing of the message (content char-
acteristics), the credibility of its source (content source), and 
the sentiment it conveys (content valence). This integrated 
perspective advances signaling theory by shifting attention 
from individual cues to the configuration of signals through 
which firms communicate intent, credibility, and meaning 
across social media and cultural contexts.

Second, we develop and empirically test a meta-analytic 
process model that positions CE as a mediating mecha-
nism through which content signals are translated into brand, 
product-market, and financial market outcomes for the firm. 
This approach advances previous studies that have treated 
CE primarily as an endpoint by demonstrating its mediating 
role in translating content strategies into tangible perfor-
mance results. Therefore, we offer a more expansive and 
causally coherent view of how social media communication 
generates strategic value and clarify why different signal 
configurations activate CE through distinct signal cues.

Third, we contribute to international business research 
by systematically examining how cultural values shape the 
effectiveness of SMCSs. While prior research has acknowl-
edged the importance of cultural differences in social media 
engagement, it often relies on broad country comparisons 
or examines a limited set of cultural dimensions, leading to 
fragmented and sometimes ambiguous insights. By employ-
ing the full array of Hofstede et al.’s (2010) dimensions, 
we provide a more comprehensive account of how cultural 
contexts condition the effectiveness of SMCSs in stimulat-
ing CE and, in turn, enhancing performance. This approach 
helps reconcile inconsistencies arising from examining 
dimensions in isolation and offers actionable guidance to 
firms for managing their SMCSs across diverse international 
markets.

Toward a conceptualization of SMCS

Content marketing has emerged as a dominant communica-
tion strategy in the digital era, marking a shift from trans-
actional advertising toward value-based engagement and 
relationship building. Instead of “pushing” sales-driven 
messages, content marketing aims to “pull” customers by 
delivering relevant and meaningful content that addresses 
their needs and interests (Holliman & Rowley, 2014). Digital 
content marketing involves creating and sharing valuable 
brand-related content on digital platforms to foster engage-
ment and trusting relationships (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019). 
As digital users become more selective and empowered, the 
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success of content marketing depends not just on what is 
said, but on how it is framed, delivered, and perceived.

Content development and delivery are central to effective 
content marketing, especially when operating synergistically. 
For example, well-aligned visual design of textual elements 
within content can significantly affect engagement (Farace 
et al., 2026), while incorporating timing, network seeding, 
and contextual fit further improves effectiveness. Platform 
choice and customer journey stage also affect how consum-
ers receive and interpret messages (Salonen et al., 2024). 
Equally important is how audiences engage with content 
once delivered. Rather than passively consuming messages, 
customers actively process, interpret, and share these mes-
sages within their networks, transforming simple exposure 
into brand advocates, enhancing customer lifetime value and 
firm performance outcomes (Katsikeas et al., 2016; Kumar 
et al., 2010).

Despite these developments, much of the literature still 
defines content marketing primarily in terms of firms’ con-
tent creation and delivery, overlooking customers’ role as 
co-creators in social media contexts. This firm-centric view 
limits understanding of value creation, treating it as firm-
driven rather than collaborative. Yet content marketing fun-
damentally relies on delivering “valuable” content (Holli-
man & Rowley, 2014), with value often co-created through 
customer-to-customer interactions (Pansari & Kumar, 2017). 
Social media in particular has introduced a complex, par-
ticipatory environment, where customers not only consume 
but also interpret, share, and generate content that shapes 
broader brand narratives (Li et al., 2021). This shift calls for 
a more collaborative conceptualization of content market-
ing that accounts for both firm-initiated and customer-driven 
contributions to value creation.

Building on these arguments, we define SMCS as “a 
marketing approach focusing on creating, distributing, and 
optimizing platform-adapted content on social media, devel-
oped either by the firm or in collaboration with customers, 
to facilitate value exchange and co-creation through CE.” 
This definition comprises three core elements: (1) it includes 
firm- and user-led activities related to content creation, dis-
semination, and refinement; (2) it reflects the dual role of 
customers as both content consumers and contributors, 
whose participation can be direct (e.g., creating content) or 
indirect (e.g., reacting to content); and (3) it emphasizes that 
value arises not only from firm-initiated content communica-
tion but also from interactions among users, which include 
both value exchange and value co-creation.

Theoretical background and conceptual 
model

Our study is anchored in signaling theory (Spence, 1973), 
which explains how parties reduce information asymmetry 
by sending and interpreting signals in uncertain environ-
ments. This perspective is particularly relevant in social 
media contexts, where audiences rely on content-based cues 
to infer brand quality, source credibility, and communica-
tive intent in the absence of complete information (Lin & 
Kalwani, 2018). Signaling theory is well suited to explain 
how multiple content cues jointly shape credibility and 
meaning. It allows us to conceptualize social media content 
not merely as persuasive stimuli or informative messages, 
but more broadly as strategic signals whose effectiveness 
depends on how audiences decode intent, legitimacy, and 
diagnostic value across various contexts.

From this perspective, social media content functions as 
a strategic signal, intentionally crafted to influence user per-
ceptions and interactions by conveying a brand’s credibility 
and authenticity through message design. These signals are 
not merely transmitted and received in a linear fashion but 
are processed as part of a broader “signal set” comprising 
multiple, interdependent elements that collectively shape 
message interpretation (Drover et al., 2018). In addition, 
social validation mechanisms (e.g., likes, comments) serve 
as cues for social approval and popularity, further amplify-
ing the perceived strength of the signal and enhancing its 
impact on customer attitudes and brand evaluations (Li & 
Wu, 2018).

Within this signaling framework, we conceptualize a 
firm’s SMCS as operating through a structured system of 
content-level signals, comprising three primary dimensions: 
content characteristics (what is communicated), content 
source (who communicates it), and content valence (how it is 
expressed). Content characteristics refer to the intrinsic mes-
sage features, such as its informativeness, emotional appeals, 
and storytelling style, which influence how audiences inter-
pret and respond to brand communications (Wahid et al., 
2023). Content source is the origin of the message, whether 
firm- or user-generated, with each carrying different lev-
els of credibility and authenticity (Tyrväinen et al., 2023). 
Content valence captures the positive or negative sentiment 
expressed in the content, serving as a diagnostic signal that 
shapes consumer perceptions of product quality and brand 
trust (Lin & Kalwani, 2018).

Importantly, these content-level signals are conceptually 
distinct from various social media executional elements, 
such as interactivity, personalization, and platform fit, which 
can influence content effectiveness without altering its core 
meaning. Signals are not evaluated in isolation but rather are 
filtered through receivers’ interpretive frameworks (Drover 
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et al., 2018). Their effectiveness depends not only on content 
quality but also on the receiver’s prior knowledge, perceived 
relevance, and personal background. More importantly, cul-
ture further shapes how signals are interpreted, adding an 
additional layer of complexity to the communication pro-
cess (Akdeniz & Talay, 2013; Shenkar, 2025). For example, 
evidence suggests that in high-uncertainty-avoidance cul-
tures, consumers tend to rely more on structured and widely 
endorsed signals when making purchase decisions (Lin & 
Kalwani, 2018). This highlights the importance of tailoring 
SMCSs to the cultural nuances of each foreign market.

The preceding argumentation provides the foundation 
for  the conceptual model (see Fig. 1), which posits that 
the three core components of SMCS (i.e., characteristics, 
source, and valence) serve as strategic signals that influ-
ence CE, with CE subsequently mediating the relationship 
between SMCS and firm performance outcomes (i.e., brand, 
product-market, and financial market performance). Draw-
ing on Hofstede et al. (2010), we further propose that the 
associations between each SMCS component and CE are 
moderated by national cultural dimensions, which shape 
how social media signals are interpreted.

Hypotheses development

Our model contains seven hypotheses, one focusing on 
CE’s mediating role and six on moderating effects of cul-
tural dimensions. We begin with a discussion of SMCS and 
CE and then outline how CE relates to performance, which 

underpins the mediation hypothesis. We then introduce the 
proposed moderation effects. Online Appendix 1 outlines 
the core logic underlying the hypotheses.

SMCS and CE

Content characteristics are the intrinsic attributes of the 
message (Wahid et al., 2023). From a signaling perspec-
tive, they provide central cues about a brand’s value and 
relevance, shaping how the message is interpreted and acted 
upon. Two dominant types are informational and emotional 
(Meire et al., 2019). Informational content conveys factual 
and utilitarian messages (e.g., product attributes, prices), 
signaling quality assurance and expert knowledge while 
reducing uncertainty, particularly in complex purchase deci-
sions (Tellis et al., 2019). Such information helps buyers 
make more informed decisions, thus increasing CE (Wahid 
et al., 2023). In contrast, emotional content acts as an affec-
tive signal, using elements such as storytelling or humor to 
evoke emotional responses and encourage social sharing, 
thereby driving engagement and brand outcomes (Akpinar 
& Berger, 2017).

Content source represents the origin of the message (FGC 
vs. UGC) and serves as a credibility signal that affects how 
the message is perceived and evaluated (Tyrväinen et al., 
2023). FGC, created by brands, emphasizes consistency 
and professionalism, signaling expertise and reliability that 
support cognitive engagement (Meire et al., 2019). Con-
versely, UGC reflects authentic customer experiences and 
serves as social proof, reducing uncertainty and building 

Fig. 1   Conceptual model
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trust through peer endorsement (Li & Wu, 2018). Examples 
such as reviews and testimonials provide relatable, firsthand 
insights that foster both cognitive and emotional engagement 
(Viswanathan et al., 2018).

Content valence captures the sentiment expressed in a 
message (positive or negative) and can act as a diagnostic 
signal that helps customers evaluate brand quality and trust-
worthiness (Lin & Kalwani, 2018). Positive valence typi-
cally signals satisfaction and approval, reducing uncertainty 
and encouraging engagement, often creating a reinforcing 
cycle of positive interactions (Yang et al., 2019). Negative 
valence can also stimulate CE by triggering more analytical 
processing and deeper involvement, as it is often considered 
more diagnostic due to its detailed and critical nature, par-
ticularly in contexts involving risk or controversy (Christo-
doulides et al., 2012).

The mediating role of CE

CE is widely recognized as a strategic imperative for firms 
seeking to build enduring customer relationships and cre-
ate sustainable value (Kumar et al., 2010). It captures the 
intensity of customers’ cognitive, emotional, and behavio-
ral investment in brand-related interactions (Brodie et al., 
2011). Activities such as sharing and commenting transform 
customers from passive recipients into active participants, 
generating both direct and indirect value for firms and trans-
forming individual interactions into broader network effects 
that extend the influence of content strategies (Hollebeek & 
Macky, 2019).

From a signaling perspective, SMCSs—through their 
characteristics, source, and valence—stimulate CE by con-
veying processing, credibility, and evaluative cues. Impor-
tantly, each SMCS dimension operates through a distinct 
signaling logic that stimulates different forms of engage-
ment. Content characteristics encourage cognitive and 
affective engagement by shaping how audiences process 
information. While informational content supports analyti-
cal evaluation and uncertainty reduction, emotional content 
fosters psychological resonance and emotional bonding 
(Tellis et al., 2019). Engagement thus reflects the alignment 
of informational or emotional cues with audience processing 
orientation (e.g., cognitive elaboration or affective immer-
sion), rather than the sheer volume of these cues. Content 
source differentiates engagement based on perceived cred-
ibility, with UGC signaling authenticity and social proof and 
FGC signaling expertise and authority (Colicev et al., 2019). 
These source-based signals shape audience interpretations of 
perceived message reliability (e.g., institutional authority or 
peer authenticity), thereby influencing CE. Content valence 
shapes users’ evaluative orientation, as positive content 
provides reassurance and validation while negative content 
invites scrutiny and critical assessment (Christodoulides 

et al., 2012). Accordingly, valence-based signal cues ori-
ent CE responses (e.g., toward affirmation and validation or 
scrutiny and critical assessment).

CE thus functions as a mediating mechanism, which 
translates SMCS signals into firm performance. At the brand 
level, CE enhances brand performance, as content consump-
tion builds awareness while content contribution (e.g., shar-
ing, commenting) reinforces associations and strengthens 
loyalty (Mishra, 2019). At the product-market level, CE 
drives sales and revenue growth, as follower growth and 
deeper customer interactions extend brand visibility and sup-
port conversion (Kumar et al., 2016). At the financial market 
level, active CE behaviors (e.g., likes, retweets) provide real-
time signals of market value reflecting investor confidence, 
which positively impact stock performance and shareholder 
value (Beckers et al., 2018). Hence, we posit that:

Hypothesis 1:   Each dimension of SMCS (content char-
acteristics, source, and valence) positively influences CE, 
which in turn enhances (a) brand performance, (b) product-
market performance, and (c) financial market performance. 
Thus, CE mediates the relationships between these dimen-
sions and performance outcomes.

The moderating role of cultural values

National culture, often conceptualized as shared value orien-
tations at the country level, comprises six key dimensions: 
individualism/collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, power 
distance, masculinity/femininity, long-term orientation, and 
indulgence/restraint (Hofstede et al., 2010). While widely 
used in international business research, these dimensions 
represent country-level tendencies rather than uniform char-
acteristics of all individuals within a society (Tung & Ver-
beke, 2010). In this study, we therefore treat cultural values 
as contextual factors at the national level that shape how 
SMCSs are interpreted and responded to across different 
environments. These are proposed to moderate the links 
between SMCSs and CE.

Individualism/collectivism

Individualism reflects the degree to which individuals pri-
oritize personal interests and goals over group norms (Hof-
stede, 1980). In accordance with signaling theory, content 
characteristics act as strategic cues that guide consumer 
interpretation (Berger & Milkman, 2012). In individual-
istic cultures, consumers are more attuned to signals that 
reinforce self-expression and emotional relevance, making 
emotional content more effective in driving engagement. In 
contrast, collectivistic cultures value group harmony and 
shared goals, leading them to favor information content 
that signals utility or social alignment (Kitirattarkarn et al., 
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2019). Therefore, as individualism increases, emotional con-
tent is more likely to outperform informational content in 
stimulating CE. We thus advance the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2a:   The higher a society’s level of individual-
ism, the stronger the impact of emotional content compared 
with that of informational content on CE.

Cultural orientation also shapes how consumers evaluate 
content source signals. From a signaling perspective, source 
credibility is inferred from the sender’s perceived intent, 
expertise, and relatability (Drover et al., 2018). In individu-
alistic cultures, where autonomy and self-expression are core 
values, consumers are more receptive to UGC because it 
signals authenticity and peer alignment. The informal and 
user-driven nature of UGC enhances credibility by signaling 
independent judgment and providing relatable experiences 
(Christodoulides et al., 2012). In contrast, FGC, which is 
more structured and brand-controlled, may be less persua-
sive in individualistic contexts due to its institutional tone 
and perceived lack of authenticity (Meire et al., 2019). We 
thus propose that:

Hypothesis 2b:   The higher a society’s level of individual-
ism, the stronger the impact of UGC compared with that of 
FGC on CE.

Content valence acts as a signal conveying emotional 
tone and diagnostic value. In individualistic societies, 
where openness and assertiveness are encouraged, negative 
valence (e.g., critique, complaints) may signal transpar-
ency and issue relevance, thereby prompting stronger user 
involvement (Li & Wu, 2018). In contrast, collectivistic cul-
tures tend to discourage conflict and seek to maintain social 
harmony. As a result, negative content is less likely to be 
expressed publicly, as such expression may disrupt harmony 
and is often suppressed in social interactions (Swanson et al., 
2011). Positive content, by signaling relational alignment 
and shared norms, aligns more closely with collectivist 
values and is therefore more likely to foster engagement 
through supportive and affiliative behaviors. Based on this 
logic, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 2c:   The higher a society’s level of individual-
ism, the stronger the impact of negative content compared 
with that of positive content on CE.

Power distance

Power distance reflects the extent to which a society accepts 
unequal power distribution (Hofstede, 1980). In high-power-
distance cultures, individuals tend to accept hierarchical 
structures and defer to authority, often equating expertise 

with status and institutional credibility. From a signaling 
perspective, informational content, characterized by struc-
tured, fact-based communication, can serve as authoritative 
signal aligned with values of deference and formalism (Fil-
ieri, 2015). Such content is more persuasive in high-power-
distance cultures, where individuals actively seek reliable, 
expert-driven information to guide decision-making and 
reinforce social order. Conversely, in low-power-distance 
societies, where egalitarianism and openness prevail, emo-
tional content resonates more strongly as it reflects norms 
of equality and interpersonal connection (Hofstede et al., 
2010). Accordingly, we propose that:

Hypothesis 3a:   The higher a society’s level of power dis-
tance, the stronger the impact of informational content com-
pared with that of emotional content on CE.

Power distance also shapes how the content source is 
evaluated. From a signaling perspective, the source acts as 
a credibility cue interpreted through perceived expertise 
and authority (Drover et al., 2018). In high-power-distance 
cultures, individuals tend to place greater trust in authorita-
tive, institutional sources, viewing FGC as more legitimate 
and aligned with hierarchical norms. This reflects a cultural 
emphasis on status and expertise, such that individuals 
seek content that reinforces accepted power structures and 
reduces uncertainty (Hofstede et al., 2010). In contrast, low 
power-distance cultures encourage horizontal communica-
tion and personal autonomy, making peer-driven UGC a 
more effective engagement tool due to its authenticity and 
relatability. Thus, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 3b:   The higher a society’s level of power dis-
tance, the stronger the impact of FGC compared with that 
of UGC on CE.

Content valence also functions as a signal that reflects 
both message tone and the perceived social acceptability of 
critique. In low-power-distance societies, where individuals 
value equality and open communication, negative content 
is more likely to elicit active responses, as individuals are 
more willing to engage in voice behaviors and express dis-
satisfaction toward firms (Swanson et al., 2011). In contrast, 
in high-power-distance cultures, consumers tend to rely on a 
broader set of information sources and place less weight on 
any single review, making them less responsive to negative 
content (Nath et al., 2018). As a result, positive content is 
likely to be more effective than negative content in generat-
ing CE in such contexts. Therefore, we advance that:

Hypothesis 3c:   The higher a society’s level of power dis-
tance is, the stronger the impact of positive content com-
pared with that of negative content on CE.
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Uncertainty avoidance

Uncertainty avoidance refers to the extent to which indi-
viduals feel threatened by ambiguity and strive to avoid 
uncertainty (Hofstede et al., 2010). From a signaling the-
ory perspective, social media content serves as a signal 
that reduces uncertainty and aids interpretation. In high-
uncertainty-avoidance cultures, individuals are particularly 
attuned to signals that reduce risk and provide emotional 
reassurance. While informational content offers clarity, it 
may not fully address the emotional discomfort associated 
with uncertainty (Lin et al., 2017). Emotional content, in 
contrast, can evoke trust, social validation, and affective 
resonance, especially when embedded in familiar, commu-
nity-oriented narratives (Berger & Milkman, 2012). As such, 
emotional content can serve as a coping mechanism under 
uncertainty, helping individuals feel secure via emotional 
alignment rather than solely through rational clarity. Thus, 
we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 4a:   The higher a society’s level of uncertainty 
avoidance, the stronger the impact of emotional content 
compared with that of informational content on CE.

Content source also acts as a key signal of message reli-
ability. In high-uncertainty-avoidance cultures, individuals 
tend to rely on collective knowledge and external validation 
to mitigate perceived risk, making UGC a particularly com-
pelling signal (Lin & Kalwani, 2018). By providing context-
rich and socially validated insights, UGC helps reduce infor-
mation asymmetry and is often perceived as more credible 
and trustworthy in uncertain or complex decisions (Filieri, 
2015). In contrast, FGC, often seen as promotional and 
potentially biased, may be discounted unless supported by 
strong evidence or third-party endorsements. Consequently, 
in high-uncertainty-avoidance contexts, UGC is likely to 
exert a stronger impact on CE than FGC. This leads to the 
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4b:   The higher a society’s level of uncertainty 
avoidance, the stronger the impact of UGC compared with 
that of FGC on CE.

Content valence plays an important role in shaping con-
sumer responses to brand messages under different levels 
of uncertainty avoidance. From a signaling theory stand-
point, positive content (e.g., affirming messages, optimistic 
narratives, reassuring brand communications) offers clar-
ity, stability, and psychological comfort, which aligns with 
consumers’ desire to reduce perceived risk and uncertainty 
(Lin et al., 2017). Such content may signal brand reliability 
and predictability, making it more persuasive and engag-
ing in these cultural contexts. In contrast, negative content 

may evoke discomfort or be interpreted as destabilizing or 
dissonant, thereby reducing engagement among individuals 
who are averse to ambiguity or confrontation. Accordingly, 
we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 4c:   The higher a society’s level of uncertainty 
avoidance, the stronger the impact of positive content com-
pared with that of negative content on CE.

Masculinity/femininity

Masculinity/femininity captures the extent to which a culture 
emphasizes assertiveness, achievement, and material success 
(masculine values) versus modesty, care, and interpersonal 
harmony (feminine values) (Hofstede, 1980). According 
to signaling theory, content interpretation reflects whether 
audiences prioritize competitive achievement or relational 
harmony. In more masculine cultures, individuals are more 
likely to respond to informational content that points to 
functionality and performance, as such cues align with goal-
oriented values (Chang, 2006). In contrast, consumers in 
feminine cultures are more responsive to emotionally reso-
nant messages that stress empathy and shared experiences. 
Accordingly, we hypothesize the following:

Hypothesis 5a:   The higher a society’s level of masculin-
ity, the stronger the impact of informational content com-
pared with that of emotional content on CE.

Content sources also interact with cultural values to shape 
customer perceptions. In masculine cultures, where achieve-
ment and performance are emphasized, individuals are more 
responsive to signals that convey competence and profes-
sionalism (Chang, 2006). FGC, which is strategically crafted 
and professionally presented, aligns with these values by 
signaling expertise and performance credibility (Kumar 
et al., 2016). As a result, FGC is more likely to be perceived 
as a relevant and persuasive signal in such contexts. In con-
trast, UGC, while often perceived as authentic, is typically 
informal and less controlled, which may reduce its perceived 
authority and reliability in performance-oriented contexts 
(Filieri, 2015). Thus, we advance the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5b:   The higher a society’s level of masculin-
ity, the stronger the impact of FGC compared with that of 
UGC on CE.

Content valence is also filtered through cultural norms 
about emotional expression and conflict tolerance. In mas-
culine societies, individuals are more assertive and competi-
tive and thus are more likely to express dissatisfaction or 
share their critical evaluations. In these societies, negative 
content is interpreted as a strong signal that reveals service 
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failure, unmet expectations, or brand weaknesses, prompt-
ing heightened audience response through complaint behav-
iors or brand switching (Swanson et al., 2011). In feminine 
cultures, social harmony and emotional sensitivity are pri-
oritized, leading individuals to suppress overtly negative 
reactions. As a result, negative content may generate less 
engagement or be avoided altogether to maintain relational 
balance. Accordingly, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 5c:   The higher a society’s level of masculinity, 
the stronger the impact of negative content compared with 
that of positive content on CE.

Long‑term orientation

Long-term orientation reflects a society’s tendency to prior-
itize future rewards, perseverance, and relational harmony 
over immediate gratification (Hofstede et al., 2010). Based 
on signaling theory, emotionally rich content that highlights 
values such as persistence or shared purpose is particularly 
effective in long-term-oriented cultures, as it aligns with 
future-oriented motivations (Alcántara-Pilar et al., 2017). 
In contrast, informational content may be perceived as overly 
transactional or limited in narrative depth, making it less 
effective for audiences that prioritize long-term benefits. 
Thus, in long-term-oriented cultures, emotional messages 
can carry stronger persuasive weight than informational con-
tent. Hence, we propose that:

Hypothesis 6a:   The higher a society’s level of long-term 
orientation, the stronger the impact of emotional content 
compared with that of informational content on CE.

People in long-term-oriented societies tend to avoid or 
minimize any risks that may affect their future. This risk-
averse nature fosters a more positive attitude toward struc-
tured, credible information that facilitates well-informed 
decisions over time (Lam et al., 2009). Additionally, indi-
viduals in long-term-oriented cultures are more likely to 
spend time searching for and processing detailed informa-
tion on social media to make well-informed decisions (Chiu 
et al., 2019). From a signaling standpoint, FGC aligns with 
their need to reduce uncertainty and maximize long-term 
value. These behaviors contrast with individuals in short-
term-oriented cultures, who tend to rely more heavily on 
interpersonal sources of information such as UGC. Accord-
ingly, we propose the following:

Hypothesis 6b:   The higher a society’s level of long-term 
orientation, the stronger the impact of FGC compared with 
that of UGC on CE.

In line with signaling theory, negative content can 
function as a meaningful signal of diagnostic value, since 
consumers often perceive negative information as more 
informative for evaluating product quality (Filieri, 2015). 
In long-term-oriented cultures, where individuals emphasize 
future outcomes and learning (Hofstede et al., 2010), such 
signals may be interpreted not as disruptive but as construc-
tive feedback that supports improvement and more resilient 
brand relationships. Conversely, in short-term-oriented 
cultures, where individuals prioritize immediate outcomes, 
negative content may be discounted or avoided due to its 
perceived social and psychological costs. Thus, individuals 
in long-term-oriented cultures are more likely to incorporate 
negative content into their evaluations and decision-making 
processes. Accordingly, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 6c:   The higher a society’s level of long-term 
orientation, the stronger the impact of negative content com-
pared with that of positive content on CE.

Indulgence/restraint

Indulgence/restraint describes the extent to which cultures 
allow or suppress the gratification of desires related to 
enjoyment and leisure (Hofstede et al., 2010). In indulgent 
cultures, individuals are more oriented toward emotional 
expression, whereas restrained cultures emphasize discipline 
and regulation. Drawing on signaling theory, we argue that 
the emotional content acts as a key cue interpreted through 
these cultural value systems. Specifically, emotional content 
aligns with the hedonic motivations of indulgent consumers, 
who are more likely to engage with messages that evoke 
excitement or humor. In contrast, individuals in restrained 
cultures are more pragmatic and goal-oriented, making 
informational content more influential in their engage-
ment behaviors (Lim & Ang, 2008). Therefore, we posit 
the following:

Hypothesis 7a:   The higher a society’s level of indulgence, 
the stronger the impact of emotional content compared with 
that of informational content on CE.

Indulgence/restraint also influences the way individuals 
interpret content source. People from indulgent societies, 
marked by greater optimism and social interaction, are more 
likely to adopt and actively engage with social media than 
people in restrained cultures (Lu et al., 2018). Consequently, 
UGC, which signals authenticity and collective experience, 
is more appealing than FGC in indulgent societies. Such 
content also fosters openness to marketing signals (e.g., cus-
tomer reviews), increasing the likelihood of processing and 
acting on these cues during decision-making (Akdeniz & 
Talay, 2013). In contrast, FGC, typically characterized by 
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more formal brand-controlled messaging, may be perceived 
as less engaging in these contexts. Thus, we propose that:

Hypothesis 7b:   The higher a society’s level of indulgence, 
the stronger the impact of UGC compared with that of FGC 
on CE.

The indulgence/restraint cultural dimension reflects how 
societies regulate emotional expression (Hofstede et al., 
2010). In indulgent societies, people are encouraged to 
express emotions freely, while restraint societies emphasize 
more controlled expression (Hofstede et al., 2010). This dis-
tinction affects social media behavior, such that consumers 
in indulgent societies are more likely to engage with content 
across different valences, including negative ones, whereas 
those in restraint cultures typically prefer milder and less 
varied tones in online reviews (Chiu et al., 2019). From a 
signaling perspective, negative content in indulgent societies 
is more likely to be accepted as authentic and legitimate, 
thus increasing its persuasive power and potential to drive 
CE. Accordingly, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 7c:   The higher a society’s level of indulgence, 
the stronger the impact of negative content compared with 
that of positive content on CE.

Methodology

We conducted a systematic literature search following 
PRISMA guidelines to identify empirical studies examining 
the impact of SMCSs on CE and business performance (see 
Online Appendix 2). We searched various major databases 
(e.g., EBSCOhost, Web of Science, Google Scholar) using 
combinations of relevant keywords related to SMCSs (e.g., 
“social media content strategy,” “social media message strat-
egy,” “content marketing”) and outcomes (e.g., “customer 
engagement,” “business performance,” “firm performance”). 
We also manually reviewed leading journals and applied 
snowballing procedures to identify additional studies. To 
ensure relevance and analytical rigor, we included studies if 
they (a) examined at least one SMCS dimension in relation 
to CE or performance, (b) provided sufficient statistics (e.g., 
correlation coefficients, standardized beta values, p values) 
to compute effect sizes, (c) employed clearly defined and 
measurable constructs aligned with our coding scheme, and 
(d) reported essential study (e.g., focal country) and sample 
(e.g., size) details. This process yielded 148 empirical stud-
ies published up to the end of 2024 that were eligible for 
inclusion in our meta-analysis.

Two independent coders analyzed all selected studies 
using a coding protocol that outlined both methodological 
details (e.g., focal country, sample size, research context) 

and empirical information (e.g., reliability scores, correla-
tions, estimated coefficients). The protocol also included 
definitions and operationalizations of the key variables in 
our conceptual model (see Online Appendix 3). The coders 
worked independently to code relevant data into a spread-
sheet. A coding comparison revealed an intercoder reliability 
rate above 95%; discrepancies were resolved through discus-
sion and re-evaluation.

For the moderation analysis, we used Hofstede’s frame-
work to code national cultural characteristics.1 While 
Hofstede’s (1980) original four-dimensional framework 
is criticized for its reliance on dated data and the assump-
tion of national-level homogeneity, it remains a commonly 
adopted approach for capturing cross-national variation in 
value orientations within international business research 
(e.g., Beugelsdijk et al., 2017; Claro et al., 2025). In our 
analysis, we employed Hofstede et al.’s (2010) updated 
six-dimensional framework, which integrates more recent 
large-scale data and refines the original dimensions to bet-
ter reflect societal value orientations. (https://​geert​hofst​ede.​
com)2 This approach enables a systematic and comparable 
assessment across the studies included in our sample.

We also considered the following variables to control 
for the relationships between SMCSs and CE: (a) social 
media platform used—the study’s focus on major social 
media (e.g., Facebook, Instagram, Twitter) versus other 
platforms; (b) product-service emphasis—products versus 
services; (c) product involvement—high-involvement versus 
low-involvement products; (d) country GDP level—captured 
by the average GDP over the study period; and (e) country 
digital access—measured by its Internet penetration rate. 
GDP level and Internet penetration rate were obtained from 
the World Bank’s World Development Indicators for the 
specific years of the study (https://​datab​ank.​world​bank.​org).

1  While we acknowledge that treating national culture as homogene-
ous may obscure within-country variation and subcultural differences 
(Tung & Stahl, 2018), country-level cultural indices remain valuable 
for capturing broad, macro-level patterns in international business 
research. Such measures are particularly suitable in large-scale, cross-
national studies of digital engagement, where standardized country-
level indicators enable comparability across studies. Although alter-
native cultural frameworks (e.g., GLOBE, World Values Survey) offer 
complementary perspectives, Hofstede’s framework provides the 
most consistently reported and comparable measures across the stud-
ies included in our sample. Given the transnational nature of social 
media marketing and cross-country scope of this study, applying a 
national-level cultural lens is both methodologically appropriate and 
analytically justified.
2  We examined the country of data collection for the 148 studies to 
capture cultural context. Our sample spans 32 countries across six 
regions—North America, Europe, Asia, Australasia, South America, 
and Africa—providing meaningful cross-cultural variability in Hofst-
ede’s cultural dimensions.

https://geerthofstede.com
https://geerthofstede.com
https://databank.worldbank.org
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To assess potential publication bias, we conducted three 
tests following Steel, Beugelsdijk and Aguinis (2021). First, 
sensitivity analysis excluding the 10, 15, and 20% of the 
studies with the smallest sample sizes yielded consistent 
effect size estimates, confirming that publication bias is not a 
concern. Second, the trim-and-fill analysis using the run esti-
mator imputed zero missing studies, and the pooled effect 
size remained unchanged (effect size = 0.184, CI [0.157, 
0.211]), suggesting that the results are robust and unbiased 
by unpublished studies. Third, Egger’s test was used to 
check funnel plot asymmetry, which produced nonsignifi-
cant results (beta = 0.55, z = 1.53, p = 0.126), suggesting 
no bias. We also applied both tests to each individual path 
and observed no evidence of publication bias (see Online 
Appendix 4).

Analysis and results

To test the role of CE in mediating the SMCS–performance 
outcomes links, as well as the moderating influences of cul-
tural dimensions, we coded studies that reported correlation 
coefficients (r) or convertible statistics (e.g., beta values, 
t values, p values) to calculate effect sizes. Sample size infor-
mation was also a requirement to account for measurement 
error in multi-item scales (Eisend, 2015). Table 1 presents a 
meta-analytic summary of the relationships among the key 
variables, including effect sizes and associated statistics.

Direct and control effects

We used a multilevel random effects meta-analytic model to 
account for the hierarchical structure of the data, where mul-
tiple effect sizes are nested within studies.3 This approach 
captures both within- and between-study variability using 
harmonized effect sizes and standard errors derived from 
Fisher’s z transformation. Table 2 presents the results of the 
main effects. The results suggest that informational content 
(b = 0.184, p < 0.001), emotional content (b = 0.203, p < 
0.001), UGC (b = 0.404, p < 0.001), FGC (b = 0.271, p < 
0.001), positive content (b = 0.160, p < 0.001) and negative 
content, albeit marginally, (b = 0.070, p = 0.079) positively 
affect CE.

Despite these positive effects of all content dimensions 
on CE, our control analysis based on social media platform 
type, product-service focus, product involvement, focal 
country GDP level, and country Internet penetration rate 

revealed significant variations in the results (see Table 3). 
Regarding social media platform type, informational (b = 
0.037, p = 0.078), emotional (b = 0.043, p = 0.013), and 
negative (b = 0.151, p = 0.002) content showed a stronger 
positive impact on CE when used on mainstream platforms 
than non-mainstream ones, suggesting mainstream platforms 
are more receptive to diverse content characteristics and con-
troversial content. Regarding product-service type, informa-
tional content was less engaging in services contexts than 
in product contexts (b = − 0.119, p = 0.016), whereas both 
positive (b = 0.140, p < 0.001) and negative (b = 0.168, p 
< 0.001) content were more engaging in services contexts. 
For product involvement, emotional content (b = − 0.129, 
p < 0.001) and FGC (b = − 0.390, p < 0.001) showed 
weaker effects on CE for high-involvement products than 
for low-involvement products. We also found that higher 
focal country GDP level weakened the effect on CE for UGC 
(b = − 0.114, p = 0.024), positive content (b = − 0.127, p 
= 0.012), and negative content (b = − 0.295, p = 0.028). 
Finally, a country’s Internet penetration rate weakened the 
influence of informational content on CE (b = − 0.487, p < 
0.001) and strengthened negative content’s effect on CE (b 
= 0.203, p = 0.012).

Mediation effects

To test whether CE mediates the SMCS–performance link, 
we followed Preacher and Hayes (2008) to conduct a media-
tion analysis using bootstrapped confidence intervals. We 
used 5000 bootstrap resamples to estimate confidence inter-
vals and p values for the mediation effects (see Table 4). Our 
results suggest that CE serves as a significant mediator (full 
or partial) between the three dimensions of SMCS and the 
three aspects of performance. Specifically, CE fully mediates 
the effects of emotional content on both brand performance 
(indirect: b = 0.087, p < 0.001) and product-market perfor-
mance (indirect: b = 0.031, p < 0.001). It also fully mediates 
the impact of UGC on product-market performance (indi-
rect: b = 0.062, p < 0.001), as well as the impact of FGC 
on product-market performance (indirect: b = 0.042, p < 
0.001). Further, CE fully mediates the associations between 
negative content and both brand performance (indirect: b = 
0.030, p = 0.024) and product-market performance (indirect: 
b = 0.011, p= 0.039).

Additionally, CE partially mediates the relationships of 
informational content with brand performance (indirect: b 
= 0.079, p < 0.001), product-market performance (indirect: 
b = 0.028, p < 0.001), and financial market performance 
(indirect: b = 0.014, p = 0.024), and the link between emo-
tional content and financial market performance (indirect: b 
= 0.016, p = 0.026). CE also partially mediates the effects 
of UGC and FGC on brand performance (UGC: b = 0.173, 
p < 0.001; FGC: b = 0.116, p < 0.001) and financial market 

3  A meta-analytic structural equation modelling analysis, which 
simultaneously estimates all paths and correcting for sampling and 
measurement errors, yields results consistent with our meta-regres-
sion findings.
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performance (UGC: b = 0.031, p = 0.019; FGC: b = 0.021, 
p = 0.023). Likewise, CE partially mediates the effects of 
positive content on brand (indirect: b = 0.069, p < 0.001), 
product-market (indirect: b = 0.025, p = 0.003), and finan-
cial market (indirect: b = 0.012, p= 0.039) performance, and 
marginally mediates negative content’s effect on financial 
market performance (indirect: b = 0.005, p = 0.099). Col-
lectively, these findings provide strong empirical support for 
H1, confirming that CE is a critical mediating mechanism 
through which SMCS influence firm performance outcomes.

Moderation effects

To assess how Hofstede et al.’s (2010) six cultural dimen-
sions moderate the effects of SMCS on CE, we conducted a 
multivariate random effects meta-regression analysis using 
the Hunter–Schmidt method. This approach accounts for 
between-study heterogeneity and corrects for sampling and 
measurement errors, providing more robust estimates even 
with a limited number of effect sizes (Hunter & Schmidt, 
2004). We examined these moderation effects by estimating 
how each cultural dimension influences the links between 
individual components of SMCS and CE separately. We then 
performed the interaction model, which includes interac-
tion terms between each cultural dimension and a grouping 
variable of content types. Thus, we compare whether these 
moderation effects differ significantly across pairs of content 
types for each cultural dimension. Table 5 presents the esti-
mation results from the moderation and interaction analyses, 
highlighting the significant role of cultural values in shaping 
SMCS’ impact on CE.4

Individualism weakens the positive relationship between 
informational content and CE (b = − 0.005, p < 0.001) but 
strengthens emotional content’s positive effect on CE (b = 
0.001, p = 0.005). The comparison results (Δ[informational, 
emotional] = − 0.006, p < 0.001) further indicate that emo-
tional content outperforms informational content in individ-
ualistic societies, supporting H2a. Although individualism 
strengthens negative content’s effect on CE (b = 0.004, p = 
0.002), it does not significantly moderate positive content’s 
effect (b = 0.000, p = 0.842), with a significant difference 
(Δ[positive, negative] = − 0.005, p = 0.020), supporting 
H2c. Regarding the paths involving UGC and FGC, the 
results show no discerning effects (Δ[UGC, FGC] = 0.005, 
p = 0.104), thereby not supporting H2b.

Power distance strengthens the positive effect of infor-
mational content on CE (b = 0.003, p < 0.001) but weak-
ens emotional content’s positive effect (b = − 0.001, p = 
0.009) on CE, with informational content more effective 
(Δ[informational, emotional] = 0.004, p < 0.001), in sup-
port of H3a. Power distance also strengthens FGC’s positive 
effect (b = 0.006, p = 0.002) but not that of UGC (b = 0.001, 
p = 0.364), with FGC outperforming UGC (Δ[UGC, FGC] 
= − 0.005, p = 0.022), in support of H3b. The results do 
not show significant differences between content valences 
(Δ[positive, negative] = 0.002, p = 0.407), lending no sup-
port to H3c.

Uncertainty avoidance strengthens the positive link 
between emotional content and CE (b = 0.003, p < 0.001), 
and that between informational content and CE, albeit 
only marginally (b = 0.001, p = 0.086), where emotional 
content’s impact outperforms that of informational con-
tent under high uncertainty avoidance (Δ[informational, 
emotional] = –0.002, p = 0.050), in support of H4a. Fur-
ther, uncertainty avoidance strengthens the positive links 
between UGC and CE (b = 0.009, p < 0.001) and FGC 
and CE (b = 0.012, p < 0.001), but no significant differ-
ences were observed (Δ[UGC, FGC] = − 0.003, p = 0.320), 

Table 2   Direct effects among SMCS dimensions, CE, and performance outcomes

Multilevel meta-analyses were conducted, using restricted maximum likelihood estimation with random effects.

Paths Expected 
sign

Estimate (b) Standard 
error (SE)

z CI (lower) CI (upper) p value

Informational Content → Customer Engagement + 0.184 0.043 4.247 0.099 0.269 < 0.001
Emotional Content → Customer Engagement + 0.203 0.049 4.128 0.107 0.299 < 0.001
User-Generated Content → Customer Engagement + 0.404 0.080 5.059 0.248 0.560 < 0.001
Firm-Generated Content → Customer Engagement + 0.271 0.061 4.428 0.151 0.391 < 0.001
Positive Content → Customer Engagement + 0.160 0.048 3.326 0.066 0.254 < 0.001
Negative Content → Customer Engagement + 0.070 0.040 1.755 − 0.008 0.148 0.079
Customer Engagement → Brand Performance + 0.428 0.062 6.862 0.306 0.550 < 0.001
Customer Engagement → Product-Market Performance + 0.154 0.078 1.980 0.002 0.307 0.048
Customer Engagement → Financial Market Performance + 0.077 0.039 1.972 0.001 0.153 0.049

4  We further tested a moderated mediation analysis and found that 
cultural values not only shape how SMCS influences CE, but also 
condition how CE translates into different performance outcomes (see 
Online Appendix 5).
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thus providing partial support for H4b. Finally, uncertainty 
avoidance weakens negative content’s effect on CE (b = 
− 0.007, p < 0.001), but does not condition the impact of 
positive content (b = 0.001, p = 0.816), resulting in signifi-
cantly smaller effects from negative than positive content 
(Δ[positive, negative] = 0.008, p = 0. 015), in support of 
H4c.

Masculinity weakens the relationship of emotional con-
tent with CE (b = − 0.004, p < 0.001), but does not mod-
erate the link between informational content and CE (b = 
− 0.001, p = 0.107), though the difference is non-significant 
(Δ[informational, emotional] = 0.002, p = 0.103), partially 
supporting H5a. Moreover, masculinity significantly attenu-
ates UGC’s positive effect on CE (b = − 0.013, p = 0.010), 
but does not condition the impact of FGC (b = − 0.003, p = 
0.176), with their differences indicating a marginally but sig-
nificantly smaller impact of UGC (Δ[UGC, FGC] = − 0.010, 
p = 0.100), in support of H5b. Masculinity significantly 
weakens the effects of both positive content (b = − 0.030, 
p < 0.001) and negative content (b = − 0.012, p < 0.001) 
on CE, with negative content showing stronger impact than 
positive content in masculine societies (Δ[positive, negative] 
= − 0.021, p = 0.007), supporting H5c.

Long-term orientation weakens informational content’s 
effect (b = − 0.003, p = 0.002) but not that of emotional 
content (b = − 0.001, p = 0.171) on CE, while informa-
tional content exerting a significantly smaller impact 
(Δ[informational, emotional] = − 0.002, p = 0. 058), lend-
ing support to H6a. It also diminishes the effects of both 
UGC (b = − 0.005, p = 0.015) and FGC (b = − 0.005, p = 
0.087) on CE, with no significant difference (Δ[UGC, FGC] 
= – 0.001, p = 0. 793), partially supporting H6b. Long-term 
orientation weakens positive content’s effect (b = − 0.004, 
p = 0.047) but strengthens that of negative content (b = 
0.005, p < 0.001) on CE, yielding a significant differential 
effect (Δ[positive, negative] = − 0.011, p = 0.001), sup-
porting H6c.

Indulgence weakens information content’s effect (b 
= − 0.003, p < 0.001), but strengthens that of emotional 
content (b = 0.001, p = 0.010) on CE, with a significant 
difference between the two (Δ[informational, emotional] 
= − 0.004, p < 0.001), in support of H7a. Indulgence also 
reduces the favorable effects of both UGC (b = − 0.004, p 
= 0.017) and FGC (b = − 0.008, p < 0.001) on CE, with 
UGC showing a marginally stronger impact (Δ[UGC, FGC] 
= 0.004, p = 0.071), supporting H7b. Indulgence marginally 
enhances negative content’s effect (b = 0.001, p = 0.089), 
but not the impact of positive content (b = 0.002, p = 0.110), 
with non-significant difference between the two (Δ[positive, 
negative] = − 0.001, p = 0.505), partially supporting H7c.
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Table 5   Moderation effects of cultural values on the relationships between SMCS dimensions and CE

The random-effects meta-regression analysis with Hunter–Schmidt method was used to provide more robust standard error estimates that 
account for sampling error and the small number of studies in some paths.
*Standard error is reported in paratheses.
**All p values in bold indicate stronger, more significant effects.
***The Comparison column reports whether the moderation effect differs significantly across pairs of content types (i.e., informational and emo-
tional, UGC and FGC, positive and negative) for each Hofstede’s cultural dimension. For instance, it assesses whether, as societies become more 
individualistic, informational content exerts a significantly different impact on customer engagement in comparison to emotional content, ceteris 
paribus. The same applies to the other cultural dimensions.
**** The moderated mediation results incorporating all performance outcomes are reported in Online Appendix 5, which estimates the effects of 
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions on firm performance via CE.

Moderators Hypoth-
esis

Main effect paths Moderation Comparison***

b SE* p value** Δ SE p value

Individualism H2a Informational Content → Customer Engagement**** − 0.005 (0.001 < 0.001 − 0.006 0.001 < 0.001
Emotional Content → Customer Engagement 0.001 0.000 0.005

H2b User-Generated Content → Customer Engagement 0.002 0.002 0.450 0.005 0.003 0.104
Firm-Generated Content → Customer Engagement − 0.003 0.002 0.116

H2c Positive Content → Customer Engagement 0.000 0.001 0.842 − 0.005 0.002 0.020
Negative Content → Customer Engagement 0.004 0.001 0.002

Power distance H3a Informational Content → Customer Engagement 0.003 0.001 < 0.001 0.004 0.001 < 0.001
Emotional Content → Customer Engagement − 0.001 0.000 0.009

H3b User-Generated Content → Customer Engagement 0.001 0.001 0.364 − 0.005 0.002 0.022
Firm-Generated Content → Customer Engagement 0.006 0.002 0.002

H3c Positive Content → Customer Engagement 0.000 0.001 0.870 0.002 0.002 0.407
Negative Content → Customer Engagement 0.000 0.001 0.955

Uncertainty avoid-
ance

H4a Informational Content → Customer Engagement 0.001 0.001 0.086 − 0.002 0.001 0.050
Emotional Content → Customer Engagement 0.003 0.001 < 0.001

H4b User-Generated Content → Customer Engagement 0.009 0.002 < 0.001 − 0.003 0.003 0.320
Firm-Generated Content → Customer Engagement 0.012 0.002 < 0.001

H4c Positive Content → Customer Engagement 0.001 0.002 0.816 0.008 0.003 0.015
Negative Content → Customer Engagement − 0.007 0.002 < 0.001

Masculinity H5a Informational Content → Customer Engagement − 0.001 0.001 0.107 0.002 0.001 0.103
Emotional → Customer Engagement − 0.004 0.001 < 0.001

H5b User-Generated Content → Customer Engagement − 0.013 0.005 0.010 − 0.010 0.006 0.100
Firm-Generated Content → Customer Engagement − 0.003 0.002 0.176

H5c Positive content → Customer Engagement − 0.030 0.005 < 0.001 − 0.021 0.008 0.007
Negative content → Customer Engagement − 0.012 0.004 0.001

Long-term orienta-
tion

H6a Informational Content → Customer Engagement − 0.003 0.001 0.002 − 0.002 0.001 0.058
Emotional Content → Customer Engagement − 0.001 0.001 0.171

H6b User-Generated Content → Customer Engagement − 0.005 0.002 0.015 − 0.001 0.003 0.793
Firm-Generated Content → Customer Engagement − 0.005 0.003 0.087

H6c Positive Content → Customer Engagement − 0.004 0.002 0.047 − 0.011 0.003 < 0.001
Negative Content → Customer Engagement 0.005 0.002 < 0.001

Indulgence H7a Informational →Customer Engagement − 0.003 0.001 < 0.001 − 0.004 0.001 < 0.001
Emotional →Customer Engagement 0.001 0.000 0.010

H7b User-Generated Content →Customer Engagement − 0.004 0.001 0.017 0.004 0.002 0.071
Firm-Generated Content →Customer Engagement − 0.008 0.002 < 0.001

H7c Positive content → Customer Engagement 0.002 0.001 0.110 − 0.001 0.002 0.505
Negative content → Customer Engagement 0.001 0.001 0.089
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Discussion

Our findings provide robust evidence of the fundamental 
role of SMCS in driving CE and performance outcomes. 
The results demonstrate that all dimensions of SMCS (i.e., 
informational/emotional content, UGC/FGC, positive/nega-
tive content) are important drivers of CE, indicating that 
diverse content interaction can serve as a meaningful brand 
touchpoint in the digital era. This aligns with previous stud-
ies highlighting how varied content strategies shape con-
sumer responses (Colicev et al., 2019; Meire et al., 2019) 
and that combining social media content aspects enhances 
CE (Swani et al., 2017; Wahid et al., 2023). Our control 
analysis reveals that SMCS effectiveness is influenced by 
several factors related to product context, country charac-
teristics, and platform type, consistent with previous find-
ings (Kitirattarkarn et al., 2019; Swani et al., 2017). These 
differences highlight the importance of aligning SMCS with 
specific contextual conditions.

The mediating role of CE confirmed in this study high-
lights its importance as a mechanism connecting SMCS with 
business performance, consistent with prior work (e.g., Pan-
sari & Kumar, 2017) that has identified CE as a crucial trans-
formational force through which marketing actions translate 
into enhanced performance outcomes. However, our results 
show that CE translates more strongly into brand equity, 
which is a relationship outcome, than into product-market 
performance, which is a transactional outcome. The rela-
tively weaker (but significant) effect of CE on financial mar-
ket performance implies that social media content affects not 
only customer-level value creation but also positive inves-
tor perceptions through engagement-driven signals (e.g., 
likes, comments), although these may take a longer time to 
develop (Beckers et al., 2018).

The cultural moderation effects demonstrate that SMCSs 
cannot be universally applied but instead are interpreted 
through culturally shaped meaning systems. Rather than 
simply cataloguing which content works where, the findings 
identify three fundamental interpretive mechanisms through 
which culture conditions signal effectiveness. First, cultural 
weighting of affective versus cognitive signals determines 
whether emotional or informational cues are prioritized. For 
example, in individualistic and indulgent cultures, emotional 
content is more influential because these contexts privilege 
affective cues aligned with values of self-expression and 
immediate gratification. Second, cultural filtering of cred-
ibility determines which content sources audiences perceive 
as credible and authoritative. In contexts marked by higher 
power distance, audiences tend to respond more favorably 
to FGC, reflecting preferences for hierarchical authority 
and institutional legitimacy, whereas in high-uncertainty-
avoidance cultures, both FGC and UGC are valued as 

complementary sources that reduce interpretive ambigu-
ity. Third, cultural framing of valence determines whether 
positive or negative content is seen as more diagnostic. In 
masculine and long-term-oriented cultures, negative content 
tends to resonate more strongly since it is decoded as per-
formance-relevant or future-oriented feedback rather than as 
inappropriate criticism. Appendix 1 synthesizes these effects 
by mapping cultural dimensions onto observed content sig-
nal effects, their underlying interpretive mechanisms, and 
corresponding managerial implications.

Finally, our moderated mediation results (see Online 
Appendix 5) unveil that cultural values also condition how 
decoded content signals are converted into performance 
outcomes via CE. Specifically, informational content has 
stronger mediated effects on all performance outcomes 
through CE in high-power-distance and collectivistic cul-
tures, where hierarchical relationships and collective goals 
amplify its influence. In contrast, emotional content is more 
effective in low-power-distance and individualistic cultures, 
where self-expression and personal relevance enhance 
engagement. Both UGC and FGC show stronger positive 
mediated effects on all performance outcomes under con-
ditions of high uncertainty avoidance and low indulgence. 
Moreover, FGC exhibits greater impact in high-power-dis-
tance cultures, while UGC is more impactful in feminine 
and short-term-oriented cultures. Finally, negative content 
has stronger effects in individualistic cultures and even out-
performs positive content in long-term-oriented cultures, 
suggesting that consumers in these cultures respond more 
critically to overly optimistic messages.

Implications

Theoretical implications

This study has several important theoretical implications 
for international business research. First, it extends signal-
ing theory by conceptualizing SMCS as operating through 
a structured system of interdependent signals comprising 
distinct message dimensions referring to the content char-
acteristics, source, and valence. While prior work has often 
studied these dimensions in isolation, our framework inte-
grates them as a coherent signal set through which firms 
communicate credibility, intent, and value. In doing so, this 
study demonstrates that SMCS effectiveness depends on 
how multiple signals jointly shape meaning together with 
different cultural values. This system-level perspective 
advances signaling theory by showing that signal interpreta-
tion in digital contexts is inherently configurational, requir-
ing attention to how multiple signal cues interact to reduce 
uncertainty and guide engagement.
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Second, we advance theoretical understanding of CE by 
positioning it as an important mediating mechanism that links 
SMCS to firm performance. While much of the literature treats 
CE as an endpoint, our findings reveal that CE operates as a 
transmission channel through which different content signals 
are converted into brand, product-market, and financial market 
outcomes. We further show that content types differentially 
activate CE to varying degrees, depending on the alignment 
of message characteristics, source credibility, and emotional 
tone. This contingency view broadens our understanding of CE 
by illustrating how engagement emerges from the interplay of 
multiple content signals within digital environments.

Third, we contribute to international business research 
by clarifying how cultural contexts shape the effectiveness 
of digital communication strategies and empirically dem-
onstrating the role of culture as a decoding and weighting 
mechanism within the signaling process. By examining the 
full set of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, we identify three 
fundamental interpretive mechanisms: (a) cultural calibra-
tion of affective versus cognitive signal weighting determines 
whether emotional or informational cues receive interpretive 
priority; (b) cultural filtering of credibility and authority 
shapes which content sources are granted legitimacy; and (c) 
cultural framing of valence as diagnostic versus disruptive 
influences whether positive or negative content is decoded 
as valuable information or as inappropriate criticism. These 
mechanisms advance a culturally informed signaling perspec-
tive and clarify not only whether culture matters, but also how 
and why it matters in digital communication.

Finally, our signaling-based framework is subject to 
boundary conditions that define its scope. Its explanatory 
power is expected to be strongest in contexts with high infor-
mation asymmetry and uncertainty, where audiences rely 
more on content signals to infer quality and intent. It is also 
more applicable to product categories involving higher per-
ceived risk or experiential attributes, where content cues are 
central to evaluation. Across the customer journey, cultural 
decoding is likely to exert greater influence at early stages 
(e.g., awareness, evaluation) when uncertainty is highest, 
than at later stages (e.g., purchase, post-purchase) where 
accumulated experience substitutes for signaling cues. By 
articulating these boundary conditions, context-specific 
empirical results can be translated into more generalizable 
theoretical propositions.

Managerial implications

Our findings offer several actionable insights for international 
business managers seeking to optimize SMCSs. First, SMCS 
should be viewed as a coordinated system of signals rather 
than isolated tactics, with content characteristics, source, and 
valence strategically orchestrated in combination to shape 
CE and enhance performance. In practice, managers rarely 

rely on single content cues. Rather, effective SMCSs require 
configuring multiple signals that jointly reinforce meaning, 
enhance credibility, and reduce interpretive ambiguity. For 
example, a new product campaign may begin with infor-
mational FGC to introduce key features, followed by UGC 
(e.g., influencer testimonials) that reinforce authenticity and 
social proof. Subsequent positive-valence updates can sustain 
momentum, while occasional negative feedback responses can 
exhibit transparency and responsiveness. Such combinations 
can create a coherent signal ecosystem that builds credibility, 
maintains engagement, and drives conversions over time.

The effectiveness of signal orchestration depends on cul-
tural alignment, as different contexts require different combi-
nation strategies. For instance, in high-power-distance con-
texts, pairing authoritative FGC with authentic UGC proves 
particularly effective. Managers can lead with informational 
FGC, which signals institutional authority through expert-led 
posts or CEO statements, followed by carefully curated UGC 
from respected customers and/or influencers that confirm 
institutional legitimacy. Similarly, in individualistic cultures, 
blending emotional tone with peer validation enhances signal 
consistency. Storytelling campaigns can be paired with user-
generated contributions (e.g., photos, testimonials) to support 
self-expression while providing social validation. To opera-
tionalize these insights, firms should develop localized con-
tent playbooks that adapt message tone, source, and valence 
across markets while maintaining a coherent global brand 
narrative. Appendix 1 offers managerially relevant guidance 
on culturally aligned SMCSs across all cultural dimensions.

Beyond cultural adaptation, effective SMCS implementa-
tion requires recognizing CE as a strategic mechanism that 
translates content signals into brand equity, market perfor-
mance, and investor confidence, rather than a simple social 
media metric (e.g., likes or shares). To leverage this process, 
firms should employ engagement dashboards that monitor the 
performance of different signal combinations across platforms 
and markets, enabling real-time adjustments. Linking CE indi-
cators to key performance outcomes (e.g., conversion, reten-
tion) allows firms to assess and refine content effectiveness. 
Clear governance mechanisms (e.g., guidelines for responding 
to negative content) further help manage reputational risk.

Finally, effective cross-cultural SMCS implementation 
requires attention to product-, country-, and platform-spe-
cific differences in CE. For example, emotional and valenced 
content (both positive and negative) can be particularly 
effective for services, as these offerings depend on experi-
ential cues and trust rather than tangible product attributes. 
In countries with higher Internet penetration, interactive and 
real-time formats (e.g., livestreams, short-form videos) are 
more engaging than they would be in less digitally advanced 
countries, where static posts and informative content are 
likely to perform better. Managers should align content with 
each platform’s dominant interaction mode—for example, 
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visually rich content on Instagram or TikTok and more infor-
mational, credibility-focused posts on LinkedIn. Tailoring 
SMCSs to these contextual factors helps maximize engage-
ment quality and ensure message relevance across diverse 
markets and media environments.

Future research directions

Future research could take several fruitful directions. First, 
this study has conceptualized SMCS as a three-dimensional 
construct. Future work might explore the combined effects 
of content characteristics, source, and valence using experi-
mental or multimodal content-analytic designs to uncover 
possible interaction patterns not tapped in our meta-analysis. 
Additional dimensions such as the richness of content (e.g., 
text-only vs. multimedia formats) and its focal topic could 
further refine understanding of this important phenomenon.

Second, researchers should examine SMCS effects on a 
broader range of CE metrics. For example, beyond immedi-
ate measures such as likes and shares, future investigations 
might integrate customer-related outcomes (e.g., loyalty), 
operational outcomes (e.g., campaign efficiency), and finan-
cial indicators (e.g., profitability). Employing sentiment-
weighted CE measures through text-based sentiment analy-
sis or emotional valence metrics would allow for assessing 
not just the quantity but the quality of CE. Such efforts can 
provide a more comprehensive picture of the effectiveness 
and efficiency of SMCSs.

Third, cultural values present fruitful opportunities to fur-
ther examine how SMCSs perform across contexts. As cultural 
orientations vary within countries, within-country research 
designs can capture subcultural variation and provide a more 
fine-grained understanding of how local cultural differences 
influence SMCS effectiveness, CE patterns, and business 
performance. These differences could be explored through 
qualitative comparative analysis, multilevel modeling, or seg-
mentation-based techniques. Moreover, employing alternative 
cultural frameworks beyond Hofstede’s dimensions, such as 
the GLOBE model, might yield additional insights.

Finally, future studies should consider additional modera-
tors and mediators that might shape the relationships among 
SMCSs, CE, and firm performance. For example, potential 
moderators may include firm type, target customer segment, 
and consumer generational differences. Various situational 
factors (e.g., platform algorithms, content timing, and user 
mood) may also moderate how audiences engage with dif-
ferent types of content. Cognitive, affective, and evaluative 
processes could also be used as mediating mechanisms to 
explain how content strategies translate into CE and perfor-
mance outcomes.

Appendix

See Table 6.

Table 6   Cultural contingencies in the effectiveness of social media content signals
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