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Abstract: In light of the increased demand for greater accountability and legitimacy, new disclosure
mechanisms based on non-financial transparency have emerged. Universities cannot be left behind
with respect to these social demands. In addition, continuous competition in excellence is driving
higher education organizations to exhibit a greater visibility of their results, necessarily incorporating
more non-financial aspects to boost stakeholder engagement. The novelty of this work lies in the
analysis of the real state of non-financial vs. financial information in both public and private universities
and in the exploration of their influence on stakeholder online engagement. To this end, a content
analysis of the universities’ web pages and Facebook profiles was conducted, and a multivariable
linear regression analysis was performed. The main results show that private and larger universities
that lead Webometrics for Google Scholar Citations, and those that have gradually been adopting
financial reporting, are the most interested in implementing Facebook as a two-way communication
strategy. It seems that stakeholders react more to financial transparency and, therefore, universities
still prefer financial disclosure to improve accountability.

Keywords: sustainability accounting standards; social responsibility reporting; web 2.0 tools;
accountability

1. Introduction

The demand for greater accountability and legitimacy has been changing in recent decades,
which has implied greater information disclosure about the actions carried out by organizations [1].
The emergence of these new management models has led to traditional financial information no
longer being sufficient in this respect [2]. In addition, after the last economic crisis, organizations have
begun to suffer from external pressure to be more responsible within the environment in which they
operate [3].

In this regard, non-financial information has been seen in recent years as an alternative to that
offered in traditional financial reports, to meet the demands of different stakeholders on issues related
to legitimacy and accountability [4]. Organization, corporate governance, and social responsibility
information are among the most demanded issues, especially after constant corruption scandals [3].
Even so, the balance between financial and non-financial transparency could be useful, providing an
informational flow of public interest that allows stakeholders to engage with the organization and
participate in decision-making [5].

According to Warren et al. [6], stakeholder engagement encompasses public participation in the
social affairs of organizations. Furthermore, Sashi [7] frames the concept within long-term relationships
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that are crucial for the survival of the organization. Among its main features, of note are the promotion
and guidance in the process of building relationships between organizations and their stakeholders [8].

In addition, legitimacy and stakeholder theories posit that greater informative transparency helps
to maintain constant communication between the organization and its stakeholders, helping the entity
to inform its actions and legitimize its behavior [9,10]. According to Garde [11] and Larrán-Jorge and
Andrades-Peña [12], this framework can explain the communication management of non-financial
information to fulfill the responsibility of being transparent and thus achieving the commitment of all
stakeholder groups.

Accountability, as a means of creating value and improving stakeholder involvement, needs to be
implemented through the non-financial transparency disclosed along with financial information in both
the public and private sectors [3,13,14]. In this regard, the literature on information disclosure basically
focuses on the analysis of the non-financial information contained in the private sector’s annual
reports [15–17]; comparative studies in the adoption of different reports in the public sector [3]; analysis
of the implementation of new integrated disclosure models [18]; and sustainability reporting [19–21]
or intellectual capital disclosure [22,23] in the university sector. On the other hand, there have been
several studies analyzing the motivations for stakeholder engagement through social media concerning
the private [24,25] and the public spheres [26–29]. However, the incorporation of non-financial and
financial information in engagement behavior has been less studied, especially in the university sector.

To meet the expectations of different social and legal issues, universities must set and maintain
strong and lasting relationships with their key stakeholders and seek their engagement [30]. Therefore,
universities strongly need to be present on the Internet in order to reach a certain level of stakeholder
engagement, which allows them to receive relevant feedback for their continuous improvement
in accountability and governability [31,32]. Thus, the use of bidirectional communication models
between the university and its main stakeholders is the key to engaging the latter in an effective and
efficient manner [31]. In this regard, social media allows participation, open dialogue, engagement,
and connectedness [33].

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to explore the current situation of non-financial versus
financial information in the university sector and analyze whether this type of transparency has an
effect on stakeholder engagement. Within this context, this research aims to address the following
research questions:

RQ1: Do universities promote transparency initiatives toward non-financial vs. financial information?
Are there significant differences between public and private institutions?
RQ2: Among the drivers of university stakeholder engagement via Facebook, to what extent does
non-financial and financial information influence its levels?

The findings of this study could shed some light on the trends and gaps that should be improved
to make universities’ web pages a more accountable mechanism to disclose non-financial information.
In addition, it can also provide fresh insights about the influencing factors in the greater use of
Web 2.0 tools as channels for fostering participation and supplying online services for their different
stakeholders. Moreover, from a practical standpoint, the analysis of the non-financial information and
its influence on the online engagement achieved by the world’s best-ranked universities could be used
as a benchmark by other universities in order to enhance these open initiatives.

To achieve the aforementioned goals, this study is structured in six sections. Following this
introduction, the second section provides literature related on non-financial information as a key to
enhance stakeholder engagement. The third section sets the theoretical framework and the main
influencing factors of online engagement. The fourth section details the methodology. The fifth section
presents the results and discussion, and, finally, the main conclusions are presented.
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2. Non-Financial Information as a Necessary Way for Transparency and Stakeholder Engagement

For many years, the dissemination of financial information has been one of the main trends in
the literature [16]. Under a strict regulatory framework in the private sector, financial information
has reached a normalization and general acceptance [4], while efforts are increasingly being made
to promote the dissemination of non-financial information in different countries. For instance,
the European Union is taking a series of actions toward a legal standardization of non-financial
information through the issuance of Directive 2014/95/EU [34]. In this sense, Dumay et al. [17] point out
that European organizations are increasingly following management models that include disseminating
their non-financial performance, especially considering that such legislation requires companies to
include non-financial statements in their annual reports since 2018.

At a country level, different changes have been made in external reporting laws such as the
legislation on guidelines for external reporting by state-owned companies in Sweden, the extension
of Danish Financial Statements Act in Denmark, or the Grenelle II Act in France, among others [35].
In Spain, the Spanish Association of Accounting and Administration (AECA) has developed a
framework to bring companies and their stakeholders closer to comparable, analytical, and useful
non-financial information to make better decisions. In the U.K., the legislation demands that
non-financial reports are to be part of the annual management report, elucidating environmental matters,
employees, social matters, respect for human rights, anti-corruption, and anti-bribery matters [36].
German legislation is similar, with the only difference being that the sustainable report can be published
separately, or even on the website for up to four months after the publication of the annual management
report [36]. Italy has gone one step further and also requires organizations to disclose energy and water
use, greenhouse gas emissions and air pollution, or social and employee-related matters including
gender equality, among others [37].

In the U.S., the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) presents a much more detailed
guidance on the what, how, and where of corporate sustainability reporting [38]. Federal and state laws,
at least in some situations, force organizations to disclose information related to environmental, social,
and governance aspects [39]. In addition, the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) currently
has 11 mandatory provisions for the disclosure of non-financial information in the management report,
in particular the Sarbanes-Oxley Act, Pay Ratio Disclosure, SK Regulations and Securities Act Rule 408,
and Exchange Act Rule 12b-20 [40,41]. The securities laws generally require that organizations disclose
sufficient non-financial information to avoid confusing stakeholders; this requirement also extends to
less formal non-financial reports such as sustainability [38]. From the private sphere, the securities
market NASDAQ publishes a guide for the dissemination of social, environmental, and government
information for companies that are listed in the Nordic and Baltic context, although it does not yet
require these reports in the U.S. [42].

Apart from the main developed economies, the establishment of mandatory integrated reports
in South Africa (King Code III) can also be mentioned [35]; moreover, the national organizations of
Australia, together with New Zealand and Japan, are coordinating with the International Integrated
Report Committee for the disclosure of non-financial information [43]. Although in Australia there is
no legal requirement for sustainability reports, Australian companies are more active in disclosing
their non-financial performance than China, for example, where non-financial reporting is in an initial
phase [43,44].

These recent regulations in the private sector have pushed the public sector to incorporate
guidelines in this regard to enhance the government’s transparency and legitimacy [4]. Despite recent
efforts to improve public accounting, traditional financial reports do not meet the expectations of
different non-professional users [3]. In this regard, the management reforms focused on accountability
have only been gradually applied in the public sector [45,46]. As public administrations provide
services financed through their citizens’ taxes, they need to make all the transparent processes even more
accountable through non-financial information [3,4,47]. Therefore, different non-financial information
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tools such as sustainability and integrated reporting are considered the most commonly used for
greater accountability, and cover social, environmental, and economic performance [2,3,48].

Regarding non-financial information, also known as Social Responsibility Reporting [49], the EU
Directive [34] has established six issues to be released in relation to environmental, social, and employee
matters with respect to human rights, anti-corruption, and bribery. Along the same line, Arvidsson [15]
points out that organizations need to reflect information on all intangible capitals (human, relational,
organizational, environmental, and social responsibility) with the ability to create value. Orens et
al. [50], in their web content study, focused on corporate governance and organization, customer value,
intellectual capital, performance indicators, Research, Development and Innovation (R+D+i) and
social responsibility issues. On the other hand, Biondi and Bracci [3] highlighted the importance of
organizational, governance, strategy and performance, and social and environmental disclosure for
public institutions. Montesinos and Brusca [4] coincided on social, environmental and governance
issues in this respect. Concerning universities, Brusca et al. [18] used the framework established by the
International Integrated Reporting Council to evaluate the state of integrated reporting that included
organizational, governance, and strategic information, both using different financial and non-financial
performance indicators.

In relation to the disclosure of financial information, the application of uniform accounting
protocols has allowed greater comparability and transparency in all contexts [51]. The main aim
of financial transparency is to provide reliable information about the organization so that different
stakeholders such as potential investors or financing entities, among others, can make sound decisions
when establishing relationships with the reporting organization [52]. These new administrative
reforms for greater accountability are no longer enough just to report compliance with the rules, but the
allocation and use of resources are also of special interest [53,54]. In this regard, the use of funds in
activities to protect the environment in which the organization carries out its mission has been gaining
strength [55,56]. These types of operations, called “green finance”, strengthen the reputation of the
organization and improves legitimacy vis-à-vis all affected stakeholders [57,58].

Universities, as important actors in the economy that contribute to society from different
perspectives, have also been affected by such transparency requirements [59]. Moreover, the recent
transformation regarding knowledge creation (and the need to share it) has also been favored by the
greater openness of overall academic and research activities [60]. Thus, as fundamental organizations
in society, universities generate great interest among stakeholders and need their participation and
commitment to achieve their mission [61]. In recent years, universities have been adapting to a
more competitive environment and have fostered collaboration with the other economic agents [18].
Value creation for stakeholders has become the key issue in university management, thus increasing
the disclosure of non-financial information [62]. In addition, greater transparency on intangible capital
has become a requirement for greater accountability, according to the new management models [63].
In this regard, Ramirez and Gordillo [64] provide a model to measure intellectual capital in the
university industry. Although this non-financial aspect prevails in business management, an increasing
number of non-for-profit organizations including universities are showing greater interest in adopting
a non-financial approach [24].

Despite the importance of new accountability mechanisms, and according to the Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI), it has been found that, in the last five years, only 105 universities worldwide have
published sustainability reports to assess their economic, social, and environmental performance in the
GRI database. It is worth mentioning that only 68 have followed the GRI standards and that most of
them are private.

Nevertheless, due to the demands of greater transparency and accountability, and the continuous
competition in excellence, universities are being forced to foster greater visibility of their results,
necessarily incorporating a higher number of non-financial aspects [64]. In this sense, this paper seeks
to examine the current situation in the use of transparency mechanisms for greater organizational
legitimacy and stakeholder commitment.
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3. Explanatory Factors of Stakeholder Engagement

Organizational non-financial and financial transparency and online engagement, together with
an adequate social media management, represents an effective strategy to meet key stakeholder
demands and to ensure a greater commitment for the benefits of legitimacy such as stability, survival,
and stakeholder loyalty [65]. In this sense, Garde [11] and Reverte [66] point out that stakeholder and
legitimacy theories, among others, represent an adequate framework on how non-financial information
helps to satisfy the informative expectations of the stakeholders for greater organizational legitimacy.
Additionally, Larrán-Jorge and Andrades-Peña [12] argue that stakeholder theory is the best suitable
theory to explain the greater visibility of universities in terms of economic, social, and environmental
performance. Moreover, the presence of universities in social media provides stakeholders with a
channel through which to access the organization’s information, and potentially, the ability to create
dialog between them and the organization [67]. Considering that university managers implementing
accountability mechanisms based on non-financial information need to meet the opinions of different
stakeholders in order to open the participation process in management issues, this paper considered
the stakeholder and legitimacy theories.

According to stakeholder theory [68], organizations should achieve their goals with consideration
of their different stakeholders. In this regard, all entities should inform their stakeholders about
the activities carried out and, in doing so, achieve loyalty, which in turn serves as a background for
long term social relationships [69]. Accordingly, one of the key elements that universities can use
in managing relationships with their stakeholders is to establish more direct and fluid channels of
communication. Social media can facilitate the participation of all stakeholders and thus contribute to
effective accountability [26,67].

Legitimacy theory poses that there is a “social contract” between the firm and society, subjectively
created as it heavily depends on the perception that the audience holds about the organization [54].
Likewise, the author argues that “legitimacy management rests heavily on communication” [54]
(p. 586). Therefore, organizations are interested in strategies that can boost the level of interactions
between the firm and society and use information and communication technologies (ICTs) in order to
ensure the stakeholders’ comprehensibility and approval of the activities they carry out [70]. In line
with the above, universities as fundamental institutions of society must maintain strong and lasting
relationships with their principal stakeholders.

Based on these theories and previous literature, several factors have been traditionally considered:
organizational size [28,71]; reputation [72]; location [73,74]; transparency and online activity [29],
or communication and public participation [75]. This paper examines the most suitable factors related
to the private and public sector as well as other aspects that are specific to the university sector:
“Funding”, “Size”, “Transparency”, and “Reputation”.

3.1. Funding

The main difference between public and private universities is the nature of the funds [76]. Public
universities depend on public administration funding, while private universities, generally controlled
by non-governmental organizations, are financed through donors, tuition, private funds, and, to a
lesser extent, public funds [77]. Under the legitimacy theory approach, private organizations can
sometimes carry out their objectives under social acceptance, but not necessarily meet the expectations
of stakeholders [76]. In this sense, they need effective accountability and communication with their
stakeholders to influence their perceptions [78]. Therefore, to overcome the barriers that hinder
communication with all groups of society, the organizations need two-way channels such as social
media, which improves trust, transparency, and deals with globalization issues [79,80]. With regard to
private universities, stakeholder engagement needs to be enhanced by disclosing information about
the destination of the funds, and to what extent the investment affects students, research, and social
commitment [77].
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Consequently, this study argues that private universities could be more motivated than public
universities in using social media to seek stakeholder approval, since the trust of donors and students
can be very volatile, and thus private universities could be under increasing pressure to meet the
accountability expectations of their current and potential stakeholders. Taking this into consideration,
the first hypothesis is the following:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Private funding has a positive influence on stakeholder online engagement level in
universities.

3.2. Size

Organizational size is a key factor that has been used in previous research on social and economic
practices [81]. Larger organizations are generally exposed to greater public scrutiny as they have
greater visibility and suffer from more pressure from the environment in which they operate [66].
According to legitimacy theory, larger universities would be more interested in offering content with
relevant and demanded information in order to improve their reputation, image, and the commitment
of their stakeholders [31]. In this regard, social media could be a channel to help develop the correct
strategies of open government [82]. Accordingly, Haro et al. [28] found a positive relationship between
the size of the institution and stakeholder engagement via Facebook. Thus, it can be assumed that the
larger the size of the university, the greater the need for interaction. Taking into consideration that
larger universities are more likely to use social media, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Size has a positive influence on stakeholder online engagement level in universities.

3.3. Transparency

As Ackerman and Sandoval-Ballesteros [83] noted, both public engagement and transparency
improve trust in decision making through the generation of ideas and resources. Moreover, AECA
frames engagement within global organizational transparency [5]. In this sense, more transparent
organizations generate greater confidence, facilitating the most effective dialogue, which in turn
encourages greater stakeholder engagement [67].

As Flores et al. [5] and Eccles et al. [84] point out, the dissemination of non-financial and
financial information allows the organization to reach greater stakeholder engagement, reducing
information asymmetries to participate in decision making. In the same line, Michelon [10] found that
organizations with greater media exposure and a strong commitment to their stakeholders are the
most prominent to disseminate a greater amount of non-financial information to their stakeholders.
In this sense, the relationships created between the organization and its stakeholders are based
on trust, and therefore create greater engagement toward the organization in response to that
greater non-financial transparency. In contrast, Galán-Valdivieso et al. [85] obtained mixed results,
arguing that revealing certain non-financial information increased stakeholder engagement. However,
they found that reports on social responsibility and profitability information had negative effects on
stakeholder participation.

Universities, as institutions of public interest, cannot be left behind in this matter [86]. Based on
stakeholder theory applied in the university sector, Cerrillo [87] stated that it was not enough to offer a
large quantity of information to satisfy the stakeholders’ demands, but also to pay attention to the
quality of the content and the ease of access through different mechanisms. In this regard, social media
offers an opportunity to increase dialogical communication for greater user engagement [8,88,89].
Consequently, and in line with the objectives of this study, the following hypotheses are posited:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). Non-financial information has a positive influence on stakeholder online engagement level
in universities.
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Hypothesis 4 (H4). Financial information has a positive influence on stakeholder online engagement level in
universities.

3.4. Reputation

According to stakeholder theory, relationships based on confidence determine the long-term
organizational outcomes and reputation [90]. In the last decade, technological advances have allowed
organizations to dramatically change their way of communicating with their stakeholders in order
to enhance trust and adapt to the demands of dialogical interactions [91]. Using social media to
disseminate information about their activities and thus strengthening stakeholder relationships and
engagement has been perceived as a benefit to the organizational reputation that in turn could help
increase organizational outcomes [91,92]. In this sense, it could be understood that organizations
will take more proactive actions in social media to improve their reputation, especially by initiating
conversations with stakeholders to strengthen confidence.

Within the context of universities, research outcomes are one of the prestige indicators of greatest
social interest [93]. Such reputation or prestige is achieved by improving different organizational
systems in order to position the university in the different university rankings [94], which measure the
excellence of research and academic issues [95]. In fact, these results affect different groups: students,
both current and future, in choosing their studies; employees in the hiring process; and even the process
of raising funds and undertaking reforms [96]. Consequently, it would be reasonable to expect that
those leading universities would be the most incentivized to use social media as a channel to inform
their stakeholders of the entity’s excellence in research, and thus promote greater online interactions.
Therefore, the following hypothesis is shown:

Hypothesis 5 (H5). Reputation has a positive influence on stakeholder online engagement level in universities.

4. Methodology

4.1. Descriptive-Comparative Analysis

To answer the first research question, the descriptive analysis was structured in two phases. First,
the Global Transparency Index (GTI) was used based on Saraite et al. [97]. The data were collected
manually by two researchers working independently in order to update the information to the present
(2019). There was an initial meeting to clearly set out the strategy for each indicator and then the
results were reviewed at the end to solve any discrepancies and to overcome any possible bias.

Second, the process of the segregation of non-financial and financial information was performed
based on previous literature: non-financial information was divided into three dimensions,
“Organization and Governance”, “Management Information and Quality”, and “Information on
Social Responsibility” [1,6,11,15,50,66,98,99] and the financial information was extracted from the
index [100–102]. The considered items are identified in Table 1.

Table 1. Non-financial and financial information items.

NON-FINANCIAL INFORMATION

ORGANIZATION AND GOVERNANCE
1 Organization chart (structure)
2 Administrative offices and functions
3 Directory
4 Chancellor schedule
5 Details about bibliography of Chancellor and Vice Chancellors
6 Details about remuneration
7 Minutes of agreements made by Governing Council of the University
8 Regulations passed
9 University statutes
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Table 1. Cont.

NON-FINANCIAL INFORMATION

MANAGEMENT INFORMATION AND QUALITY
10 Approved strategic plan
11 Execution of strategic plan
12 Publication of invitations to tender for purchase of goods and services
13 Resolution of works and services
14 List of suppliers
15 Effectiveness and efficiency indicators
16 Human Capital

INFORMATION ON SOCIAL RESPOSIBILITY
17 Economic impact
18 Social impact
19 Environmental impact

FINANCIAL INFORMATION
1 Approved budget
2 Budgets modification
3 Expenses
4 Revenues
5 Budget indicators
6 Treasury activity
7 Outstanding debt
8 Debt variation
9 Noncurrent assets
10 Variation of noncurrent assets
11 Financial indicators (ratios)

Source: Own compilation.

In addition, comparative analysis was carried out in order to know the state of non-financial
vs. financial information disclosure. To this end, the “t” test was applied to find whether there were
significant differences between public and private universities in terms of transparency in diffusing
non-financial and financial data, following previous research methodology on online information
disclosure [103,104].

4.2. Explanatory Analysis

The explanatory power of the five independent factors on universities’ stakeholder engagement
(see Table 2) was analyzed by applying multiple regression, an appropriate technique to identify
whether certain independent variables have predictive power or are explicative for a continuous
dependent variable [105], particularly if certain organizational factors have explicative power on the
level of stakeholder online engagement attained by universities. The dependent variable “Engagement”
(ENG) was measured as shown in Table 3.

Table 2. Independent variables.

FACTOR MEASUREMENT EXPECTED RELATIONSHIP

Funding (FUND) Dummy variable, noting 0 in the case of public universities and 1 for
private ones [1]. H1+

Size (SIZE) No. of students [106]. H2+

Non-Financial Information (NFI) Non-Financial Information index based on Global Transparency Index
developed by Saraite-Sariene et al. [97] and updated up to 2019. H3+

Financial Information (FI) Financial Information Index based on Global Transparency index
developed by Saraite-Sariene et al. [97] and updated up to 2019. H4+

Reputation (REP) The position in the Ranking Web (Webometrics) by citations in top
Google Scholar profiles (2019). H5+

Source: Own compilation. + positive relation expected.
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Table 3. Metrics of stakeholder engagement.

SIGN FORMULA MEASURES

POPULARITY
P1 Posts with likes/total posts Percentage of total posts liked
P2 Total likes/total posts Average number of likes per post
P3 (P2/number of fans) × 1000 Popularity of messages among fans

COMMITMENT
C1 Posts with comments/total posts % of total posts that have been commented
C2 Total comments/total posts Average number of comments per post
C3 (C2/number of fans) × 1000 Commitment of fans

VIRALITY
V1 Posts with shares/total posts % of the total posts that have been shared
V2 Total shares/total posts Average number of shares per post
V3 (V2/number of fans) × 1000 Virality of messages among fans

ENGAGEMENT (ENG) = POPULARITY (P3) + COMMITMENT (C3) + VIRALITY (V3)

Source: [67].

Taking all of this into consideration, the proposed model for “Engagement” is the following:

ENGi = (Constant) + β1·FUNDi + β2·SIZEi + β3·NFIi + β4·FIi + β5·REPi + µi,

where ENG is the dependent variable; β is the parameters to be estimated; FUND, SIZE, NFI, FI,
and REP are the different independent variables; µ is the classic disturbance term; and i refers to each
of the universities considered.

4.3. Study Sample and Data Collection

This research analyzes the official Facebook profiles and web pages of the best-ranked universities
by the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU 2018). This ranking takes into consideration
several indicators of academic performance and excellence in research including alumni and staff

winning Nobel Prizes and Fields Medals, highly cited researchers, papers published in Nature and
Science, papers indexed in major citation indices, and per capita academic performance of an institution.
Due to its solid and transparent methodology, based on a detailed study of more than 2000 universities
around the world, ARWU is considered the most influential ranking system [104,107,108].

On one hand, the profile of each Facebook page was found in the web pages of the universities
and this link was used to obtain the name of the Facebook profile. In particular, the data were compiled
using ad hoc software developed for this research, both for data extraction and for its subsequent
aggregation. Specifically, the software developed was responsible for retrieving data available from
Facebook pages using queries based on Power Query M language to Facebook Graph Application
Programming Interface. Consequently, due to the inability to access the necessary data, the final sample
consisted of 71 universities. It is worth mentioning that 90% of the sample is represented by European
and U.S. universities, and the rest belong to other areas (for example, Singapore, China, and Israel).

On the other hand, the content analysis for non-financial and financial information was carried
out through the official web pages of these 71 universities. The period of analysis was October 2019.

5. Results and Discussion

5.1. Descriptive Analysis

In general terms, it has been possible to identify that universities still prefer financial information
to meet the demands of their stakeholders for accountability and transparency (Figure 1).
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The main results of the descriptive analysis showed that there were differences in the transparency
practices on non-financial and financial information in both sectors (Table 4). However, the difference
in the non-financial information was not statistically significant. Private universities presented higher
levels of e-information, both non-financial and financial. These results are in line with Biondi and
Bracci [3] and Arvidsson [15], who confirmed an increase in the disclosure of non-financial information
in the private sector, due to both the legislative framework and the demands by stakeholders,
to compensate informational deficiencies in the financial statements. However, these findings are
contrary to previous literature in the public sphere, pointing out that public organizations, being
financed with public funds, are under greater public scrutiny and, therefore, are more concerned with
adopting information disclosing initiatives as soon as possible for the satisfaction of society [109,110].
Moreover, the results diverge from those obtained by Liguori et al. [46], who found that public managers
were more interested in disclosing non-financial than financial information.

Table 4. Descriptive statistics.

Funding PUBLIC PRIVATE
t-Student

Variable Min Max Mean SD Min Max Mean SD

Non-Financial Information 0.000 0.789 0.474 0.161 0.263 0.842 0.532 0.130 −1.436
Financial Information 0.091 0.909 0.629 0.342 0.091 1.000 0.809 0.224 −2.171 **

Notes: ** p < 0.05. Source: Own compilation.

With regard to the type of information, it could be first highlighted that financial information was
the more frequently disclosed data in both sectors (Figure 2). It can also be observed in Table 1 that the
universities did not give the same importance to all non-financial aspects. In particular, there was a
high level of interest in more general aspects about organization and governance. Hence, it seems
that universities understand the relevance of disclosing organizational non-financial information, but
they still do not value the importance of responding to the growing demand for specific information
regarding social responsibility, with information related to management being the most undervalued.
Partially, these results are related with those obtained by Arvidsson [15] for the private sector, showing
that the non-financial information on which the disclosure is centered is general information about the
organization and governance, with the information on social responsibility less released.
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Delving further into public universities, it should be noted that two universities (Oxford University
and Monash University) obtained the highest values (0.789) in non-financial information disclosure.
For its part, Peking University (0.000) was less involved with this type of transparency.

With respect to financial information, it was found that the following entities were implementing
transparency practices focused on financial information (0.909): University of Cambridge; University of
California, Berkeley; University of Oxford; University of Washington; University College London; Swiss
Federal Institute of Technology Zurich; University of Toronto; Imperial College London; University of
Michigan-Ann Arbor; University of Copenhagen; University of Edinburgh; University of Manchester;
University of Minnesota—Twin Cities; University of Melbourne; University of Colorado at Boulder;
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign; University of British Columbia; University of Texas
Southwestern Medical Center at Dallas; University of Maryland; College Park; King’s College London;
University of Bristol; and Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Lausanne. In addition, it can be
mentioned that the universities of Oxford, Washington, and Manchester are the ones that strive
more to make both types of information available to their stakeholders. In contrast, 11 universities
barely disclosed financial information (0.091): University of Texas at Austin; University of Paris-Sud;
Heidelberg University; Technical University Munich; Utrecht University; University of Zurich;
Peking University; Ghent University; École Normale Superieure–Paris; University of Groningen;
and Technion-Israel Institute of Technology.

Regarding private universities, Columbia University had the most applications for non-financial
information release (0.842). If the minimum value is considered (0.263), Stanford University showed
less transparency toward non-financial information.

Finally, the analysis of financial information highlights that Duke University (0.100) was absolutely
transparent in this respect, while Johns Hopkins University failed (0.091) at implementing this
transparency initiative.

5.2. Explanatory Analysis

Concerning the second research question, the analysis of the influencing specific factors on the
level of online engagement in the sampled universities was then performed. The scatterplot of the
standardized residuals against standardized predicted values was checked once so that the point
cloud did not follow any pattern, and the multiple linear regression was carried out, supposing
linear relationships between variables [111,112]. The previous assumption was also confirmed by
Fisher’s critical value (F = 5.823; Statistical Signicicance = 0.000), allowing for the assumption of the
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existence of a significant linear relationship between the dependent variable and all of the independent
variables [111,112]. In addition, after confirming the rest of the previous hypothesis (normality,
homoscedasticity, independence, and collinearity) of the aforementioned methodological approach,
a Pearson correlation analysis was conducted. This test revealed significant correlations between the
independent variables “Funding”, “Size”, “Non-Financial”, and “Financial” information (see Table 5).
Despite the correlations found, the value detected was lower than 0.8 in all cases, so in line with
Neter et al. [113], there were no potential multi-collinearity problems, and thus all the variables
proposed remained in the model.

Table 5. Pearson correlation matrix.

Variables FUND SIZE NFI FI REP

FUND 1
SIZE −0.540 *** 1
NFI −0.366 *** 0.289 *** 1
FI 0.233 ** −0.086 −0.171 1

REP −0.014 0.060 −0.034 0.085 1

Notes: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05. Source: Own compilation.

According to the conducted analysis, “Engagement” can be explained in 33.1% by the considered
model. If the inclusion of non-significant explanatory variables is considered, the goodness of the
adjustment decreases to 26% (Table 6).

Table 6. Regression results.

Hypothesis Model
Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients

t
B Std. Error Beta

(Constant) 2.639 0.700 3.771 ***
H1 FUND 0.630 0.266 0.308 2.370 **
H2 SIZE 0.008 0.002 0.450 3.617 ***
H3 NFI −0.019 0.287 −0.007 −0.066
H4 FI 0.290 0.113 0.276 2.564 **
H5 REP 0.086 0.040 0.223 2.135 **

R R2 Adjusted R2

56% 33.1% 26%

Notes: *** p < 0.01; ** p < 0.05; * p < 0.1. Source: Own compilation.

As for the typified regression coefficients, which help to value the relative importance of each
independent variable in the equation, the results can be expressed:

ENGi = 2.639 + 0.630·FUNDi + 0.008·SIZEi + (−0.019)·NFIi + 0.290·FIi + 0.086·REPi,

In terms of significance, four of the five independent factors were found to be significant in the
model. With reference to H1, the results confirmed that private universities reached higher levels
of stakeholder engagement through their social media than public universities (β = 0.308; p < 0.05).
These findings were in line with the previous literature [77,78], showing that entities operating with
private funds were the most likely to implement the advantages of innovative technologies in order to
communicate and strengthen links with their stakeholders. Moreover, due to their funding dependence
on different donors, private universities need to meet the expectations of different groups involved in
the community [70].

Analyzing H2, “Size” was statistically significant (β= 0.450; p < 0.01) and thus, those universities with a
higher number of students enrolled were more willing to establish different communication and participation
strategies in order to enhance public online engagement. Therefore, while Galán-Valdivieso et al. [85]
found a negative influence of size on more active stakeholder participation, the outcomes of this paper
were in accordance with Haro et al. [28], who showed evidence of the positive effect of this factor on
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greater online engagement. A possible explanation relies on their greater exposure to public scrutiny,
which leads to more attention, and in turn, reactions to information published in their social media.
Likewise, as students are a collective who are very keen on using social media [114,115], there is a
greater probability of obtaining significant interactions in the social media of universities. Therefore,
the larger the student population, the greater the need for interactions.

Concerning organizational transparency, on one hand, the proposed model does not support
H3 (β = −0.007; p > 0.1). It seems that universities do not consider “Non-Financial Information”
as a fundamental aspect to respond to increasing transparency demands and thus obtain greater
involvement of their stakeholders. On the other hand, with regard to “Financial Information” (H4),
the established hypothesis was supported (β = 0.276; p < 0.05), that is, stakeholders react more to this
transparency and, therefore, universities still prefer financial disclosure to improve accountability,
increasing the commitment of the users of their social media.

The results related with non-financial openness in this case are contrary to Reilly and Hynan [116]
and Fasan and Mio [117], who pointed out that non-financial information is a powerful engagement
tool. In line with Constantinides and Zinck Stagno [118], the reason for this result could be that
stakeholders perceive social media as a secondary communication channel when they already have
their informative needs met via the universities’ websites.

As for financial information, the findings differed from those obtained by Galán-Valdivieso et al. [85]
and Dunne et al. [119], indicating that profitability data do not create higher levels of stakeholder
commitment. In general terms, these results are shared by similar studies [8,29], indicating that the
increase in information disclosure of the organization fosters stakeholder engagement with the social
media of the organization.

Finally, significant statistical results were found in relation to H5 (β= 0.223; p < 0.05). The reputation
of the university has a direct influence on the participation of the public in social media channels.
Particularly, the citations in Google Scholar boost the interest and engagement levels of the different
stakeholder groups. This is in accordance with previous studies, which point out that reputation
and stakeholder engagement are the aspects of organizational management that feedback to each
other [91,92]. In addition, it seems that research outcomes, as prestige indicators, motivate and create
interest in the community where the university is carrying out its mission [93,96].

6. Conclusions

Previous studies have highlighted the importance of non-financial information for the appropriate
fulfillment of organizational legitimacy and accountability in the private sector [15,117] and in the public
sphere [3,4], in order to strengthen stakeholder confidence and boost their engagement. This research
highlights that universities fall behind in the disclosure of non-financial information versus financial
information. However the data show that efforts are being made in this regard. In addition, it could
be observed that universities are still disclosing more general organizational information instead of
focusing on more specific aspects, for example, the information on management and quality obtained
the lowest score. Moreover, if the differences between public and private sectors are considered, it has
been found that private universities are the most committed to exploiting the advantages of web
pages as a means for improving their legitimacy, spreading more key issues of financial information.
As mentioned in the literature review, this may be due to the fact that the legislation regarding the
disclosure of information for decision-making was previously implemented in the private sector.
Therefore, these organizations have been making efforts along this line for longer, while these initiatives
in the public sector are in their infancy.

By analyzing the best-ranked universities, this study also provides further progress in the results
obtained in previous research on stakeholder online engagement motivations developed in another
specific context [28,85,91,116]. Four significant drivers were found, which could increase stakeholder
participation in social media.
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In particular, the explanatory findings stand out that private universities are more prominent in
managing their social media and, therefore, the effective communication and participation strategies
saw improvement in stakeholder engagement. Likewise, those with a greater size, which are the most
exposed to public scrutiny, are the most willing to use this mechanism as a channel for rendering
accounts and improving relations with their key stakeholders through open dialogue. In addition,
the financial data seem to meet the expectations of the stakeholders, leading to greater interactions in
social media. This result is not surprising, since financial issues have always aroused much public
interest, especially after the last economic crisis. Finally, the expected results in relation to reputation
were confirmed: those best-ranked universities are more exposed to the media, offering constant news
about their research outcomes, thus generating more activity in their social media. These results can be
explained under the legitimacy theory lens, highlighting that organizations are interested in using
mechanisms that help them to obtain social approval on their intentions and decisions as well as
stakeholder theory, which points out that organizations try to reinforce such legitimacy by considering
all stakeholders in the fulfillment of their objectives.

This study seeks to contribute to the existing literature on the informational disclosure state,
particularly in the higher education sector. Moreover, progress is being made in the knowledge of the
situation of non-financial versus financial information in public and private universities. Likewise,
the influence of both non-financial and financial transparency on stakeholder engagement was analyzed.
In this sense, the scarce existing literature that analyzes the influencing factors of social engagement in
university social media can be complemented.

From a practical point of view, the findings highlight that universities need greater adjustments in
management efficiency, therefore they have to promote transparency toward non-financial information.
In this sense, this could provide them with the benefits of legitimacy and greater commitment from their
stakeholders. Additionally, the results present relevant information for university managers about the
trends in the sector and as a benchmarking technique, mainly to help in the analysis of their position
on transparency issues and consequently identify possible improvements. Although private, larger,
and better positioned universities with greater visibility achieve higher levels of participation by their
stakeholders, they should not neglect the growing demands of non-financial performance reporting.
Likewise, public and smaller low-ranked universities should place greater value on the advantages
that non-financial reporting provide as a legitimacy tool for greater stakeholder engagement.

Although this study presents valuable findings, it is not without limitations, which provide
directions for further research. In this regard, the lack of data led to a relatively small sample, which could
be expanded in future research. In addition, it would be interesting to analyze other contexts outside
Europe and the U.S. including (or focusing on) countries such as Japan, Australia, or New Zealand.
Examining new accountability mechanisms and their application as well as stakeholder engagement
models through different social media could also be important to explore. In this regard, it would be
useful to use participatory approaches in social sciences such as fuzzy cognitive maps. This approach
can help evaluate and select a more effective communication model in the university sector.

Furthermore, as for the explanatory factors, these have been limited and generalized. It would be
of great interest to expand both the internal and external, and in particular, more specific to the sector
of higher education.
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