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ABSTRACT
The rising competition and social media usage increased the
importance of university brand personality and strategic
marketing in higher education. This study explores the
interrelationships between brand-generated content (BGC) and
user-generated content (UGC) on social media and universities’
competitive strategy and brand personality. BGC that included
four universities’ tweets and UGC that consisted of consumer
comments were analyzed by content and correspondence
analysis in R programming language. The findings indicated that
BGC was in alignment with universities’ generic strategies. BGC-
UGC dispersions across brand personality were in alignment for
the differentiator university, while there was a mismatch between
BGC and UGC for low-cost universities. The differentiator
university was associated with being prestigious, cosmopolitan,
and conscientious, while the low-cost universities were associated
with sincerity. The findings supported the applicability of generic
business strategies to the higher education context and showed
the strategic link between brand personality and the pursued
generic strategy.
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Introduction

University brands have become integral elements in student decision-making as the com-
petition among universities is increasing (Rutter et al., 2017). According to the 2030 fore-
casts of the UK’s Higher Education Policy Institute, the increase in population and the
rising proportion of people who are applying to higher education will lead to increased
demand in the sector (Bekhradnia & Beech, 2018). In this competitive environment in
which students try to select the best university while universities are trying to attract suc-
cessful students, brand management has become one of the prominent success factors
(Balaji et al., 2016; Hemsley-Brown et al., 2016; Rutter et al., 2017).

Higher education institutions (HEIs) that have traditionally focused on the quality and
robustness of their academic programs increasingly engage in marketing activities to
attract high-profile students due to the rising number of private universities and high
competition (Leng, 2012). Besides conventional marketing activities such as public
relations, campus tours, and mass media advertisements, social media marketing has
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been added to the marketing programs of HEIs (Brech et al., 2017). Many universities use
social media marketing to strengthen their brand positioning and attract students (Bélan-
ger et al., 2014; Constantinides & Stagno, 2011). Since it is essential to develop distinctive
identities in the increasingly competitive higher education landscape, universities reflect
their brand identity on their social media accounts (Hemsley-Brown et al., 2016; Opoku
et al., 2008).

Student-university interactions on social media build and strengthen university brand
personality (Simiyu et al., 2020), which is crucial for differentiation (Japutra & Molinillo,
2019) and student loyalty (Retamosa et al., 2020). University brand influences perceptions
and improves the effectiveness of marketing activities (Balaji et al., 2016; Dennis et al.,
2016). Social media posts of universities constitute brand-generated content (BGC) and
disclose clues about university brand personality (Opoku et al., 2008). The digital mess-
ages around a brand may originate from the brand manager or user efforts as the distinc-
tion between online marketing communication and other brand-related content is
becoming increasingly blurred (Lawlor et al., 2016). User-generated content (UGC) may
serve as negative or positive word-of-mouth that influences people’s attitudes
(Sweeney et al., 2014). Therefore, examining both UGC and BGC provides a useful basis
for understanding the effectiveness of the marketing strategy by revealing the consumer
and managerial perspectives together.

Brand personality is one of themain success factors for the organization’s performance in
themarket, however, most of the studies examined it from a consumer behavior perspective
and neglected the managerial perspective (Malär et al., 2012). The increased importance of
brand personality in higher education is reflected in research (Rauschnabel et al., 2016; Reta-
mosa et al., 2020; Rutter et al., 2017). Within that context, the current study combines con-
sumer behavior and managerial perspectives by exploring the reflection of university brand
personality on UGC and BGC. Examining both perspectives through UGC and BGC is critical
for understanding the pursued business strategy and the eventual success of brand man-
agement in HEIs, which are increasingly implementing business-like competitive strategies
(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2008; Naude & Ivy, 1999). Besides, while social media marketing has
increased in university marketing, scholars showed little interest in examining social
media marketing in HEIs (Brech et al., 2017).

The generic competitive strategies of Porter (1985) are widely accepted as a strategy-
building framework applicable to the higher education context (Allen & Helms, 2006; Ket-
tunen, 2002). The choice of a particular business strategy, such as cost leadership or differ-
entiation, has a significant impact on the successful performance of an organization
(Campbell-Hunt, 2000; Kotha & Vadlamani, 1995). Despite the general conceptual pre-
scription that different generic strategies would affect both the marketing strategies
and performances of HEIs in a similar vein, the number of empirical studies analyzing
the outcomes of generic strategies and the relationships between the marketing and
business strategies in higher education context is significantly rare. Thus, the current
study aims to fill this gap by exploring how BGC and UGC differ among universities
depending on their generic strategy choices and university brand personality dimensions.

For the study, Turkish HEIs are chosen for analysis due to two main reasons. Parallel to
the global expansion trend, the number of HEIs in Turkey experienced rapid growth, while
the changing competitive landscape has forced the university management staff to adopt
a more market-based management approach (Aysen et al., 2012; Karadag, 2016; Sart,
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2014). Secondly, social media is very popular among Turkish citizens, in particular, the
younger generation as there are 52 million active social media users which represent
63% of the population (We are Social, 2019). Therefore, analyzing UGC and BGC of
selected Turkish universities concerning different generic strategies is expected to
make an important contribution to the literature.

Literature review

User-generated and brand-generated content

User-generated content (UGC) is the non-commercial online information, photos, or
videos created or shared by people with other Internet users (Vickery & Wunsch-
Vincent, 2007). UGC includes electronic word-of-mouth; sharing of content among inter-
net users via e-mails, forums, or social networks (Ho & Dempsey, 2010). Students can find
information about HEIs, benefit from other students’ experiences, and make comparisons
between universities easily on social media (Brech et al., 2017; Constantinides & Stagno,
2011). Social media provides a forum for prospective students for evaluating university
brands (Simiyu et al., 2020).

On the other hand, the content universities publish on their social media accounts con-
stitutes brand-generated content (BGC), which can be defined as the online content such
as text, video, or photos shared by professionals (Geurin & Burch, 2017). Brand owners
create and share digital content as BGC to implement their marketing strategy and com-
municate the intended brand personality (Malär et al., 2012). Many universities use social
media to interact with their stakeholders, such as students, who use BGC to reach infor-
mation about universities (Brech et al., 2017; Constantinides & Stagno, 2011; Leng, 2012).
Social media interaction of universities with users has become an important factor in
building and strengthening university brand personality (Simiyu et al., 2020). Thus, analyz-
ing both UGC and BGC are crucial since they provide input for the decision-making
process of prospective students and signal the brand personality, business strategy,
and positioning of the HEI as a corporate brand in the higher education landscape.

Brand personality in higher education institutions

Aaker (1997) has defined brand personality as ‘human-like characteristics that are associated
with brands’. It helps a brand differentiate from others by providing uniqueness and human-
like features (Japutra & Molinillo, 2019; Malär et al., 2012). University brands are associated
with symbolic attributes that constitute their brand personalities and differentiate them
from other HEIs in consumers’ minds (Kaushal & Ali, 2020; Rauschnabel et al., 2016).

Developing a distinctive identity enables effective brand communication with stu-
dents, faculty, and the public (Hemsley-Brown et al., 2016). Universities must present
an appealing brand personality by including cognitive and emotional elements to
attract prospective students (Opoku et al., 2008), who use social media as an information
source to facilitate their decision-making for university selection. The engagement of stu-
dents with their peers, alumni, and the university staff on social media influences per-
ceived university brand personality and affects their university selections (Simiyu et al.,
2020). Therefore, university branding has become an important topic in strategic
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management and is considered a notable success factor for attracting and retaining stu-
dents (Aysen et al., 2012; Retamosa et al., 2020; Rutter et al., 2017).

Aaker’s (1997) seminal brand personality framework identifies a multi-faceted measure
for traits, including sincerity, excitement, competence, sophistication, and ruggedness.
Researchers have focused on different facets of a brand’s personality, such as being respon-
sible and active (Japutra & Molinillo, 2019). Although marketing for higher education has
similarities with traditional consumer marketing, applying consumer marketing frameworks
on HEIs may require some adjustments (Brech et al., 2017). A brand personality framework
adopted to HEIs consisted of six facets; sincere (helpful, trustworthy, and friendly), prestige
(reputable and successful), appeal (special, productive, and attractive), lively (actively
involved in sports, athletic), conscientious (organized, structured, and effective), and cosmo-
politan (international and connected) (Rauschnabel et al., 2016). Using this framework,
Kaushal and Ali (2020) showed that university brand personality positively influenced
student loyalty. Simiyu et al. (2020) stated that university brand personality partially
mediated the impact of social media on students’ intentions to enroll. Within that
context, the current study used university brand personality (Rauschnabel et al., 2016).

Porter’s generic strategies in higher education

The need to apply the principles of business management to higher education has been
implied in the literature. Drucker (1997) has dramatically stated that, unless the institutions
of higher education make integral changes in their structures and strategies, they will not
survive in the coming decades. As stated by Groves et al. (1997, p. 308) ‘The cozy and com-
fortable world of the ivory tower image of a university is probably gone forever and univer-
sities have to learn to exist in a world where competition affects all of their activities’. In that
respect, the application of business-like strategies became integral for HEIs that aim to
survive in the rapidly changing and highly competitive higher education industry (Fumasoli
& Lepori, 2011; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2008; Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). The need for adopting a
student-centric approach in a digitalized, global, and dynamic educational environment is
also addressed (Pucciarelli & Kaplan, 2016). Here, Porter’s generic strategies framework is
widely accepted as applicable to the context of higher education (Allen & Helms, 2006; Ket-
tunen, 2002; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2008). Bakewell and Gibson-Sweet (1998) argued that uni-
versities have to adapt either cost or differentiation-focused positioning for being more
effective. However empirical support is still significantly lacking in this field (Fumasoli &
Lepori, 2011; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2008). As an exception, Kettunen (2002) investigated the
application of each generic strategy of Porter to HEIs and found out that having a low-
cost focus in an HEI can be linked with reaching the targets through offering standard
and not costly educational programs, whereas an institution pursuing a differentiation strat-
egy mainly seeks to build brand loyalty.

Brand management recently emerged as an integral tool for coping with the increasing
competition among HEI’s (Hemsley-Brown & Goonawardana, 2007; Rauschnabel et al.,
2016). A brand reflects various factors for differentiating between institutions and can
be an important success determinant for organizations (Wong & Merrilees, 2005). Scho-
lars, in general, agree that brand personality has an integral role in brand positioning
(Goldsmith & Goldsmith, 2012; Van Rekom et al., 2006) and is essential for creating an
attachment towards a particular brand (Malar et al., 2011). In that regard, the application
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of the brand personality concept to the HEI settings would allow the creation of brand
distinctiveness and differentiation which impact the university selection of prospective
students (Watkins & Gonzenbach, 2013).

For HEI administrators, the generic institutional strategy and the brand positioning
must be in alignment for achieving a successful overall strategy in the long run (Vera,
2016). For instance, an institution pursuing a product or service differentiation strategy
would highlight superior quality/performance for creating brand identification and
loyal customers with less price sensitivity and thus gain above-average earnings. That
way, the institution would gain a favorable position for coping with increasing compe-
tition in the industry. On the other hand, choosing an overall cost leadership strategy
and offering lower prices than less efficient rivals with undifferentiated brands and
basic products and services can also result in strong financial gains, when applied success-
fully (Banker et al., 2014).

Higher education marketing strategies encompass social media marketing as an impor-
tant element of university branding since social media is increasingly gaining importance,
due to recent developments in digital technologies and both universities and students
becoming the main content generators in social media (Bélanger et al., 2014). Social
media activities of marketers and users are closely related to the business strategy as
social media content influences consumer–brand interactions (Gao et al., 2018) and as
such, social media content can be shaped according to business strategy since univer-
sities try to attract students in the competitive higher education landscape (Balaji et al.,
2016; Hemsley-Brown et al., 2016). Thus, the following research questions are formulated
by employing the generic strategies (Geurin & Burch, 2017; Kettunen, 2002; Porter, 1985)
as the theoretical framework for empirically testing the relationships between business
strategy, UGC, and BGC in the context of HEIs in Turkey:

RQ1: How does BGC differ among universities depending on their generic strategy choices
and university brand personality dimensions?

RQ2: How does UGC differ among universities depending on their generic strategy choices
and university brand personality dimensions?

Methodology

Brand selection

Private universities are more sensitive to changing market conditions and more active in
strategic marketing than public universities (Sart, 2014). So, four private universities from
Turkey were selected. Three universities that offer standard and low-cost programs were
identified as cost leaders, whereas a university with a strong positioning in the market and
perceived as high-quality and exclusive was identified as the differentiator (Kettunen,
2002). Two other academic staff with Ph.D. supported the brand selections.

Data collection

BGC on Twitter can be analyzed to examine branding activities (Geurin & Burch, 2017).
Twitter is a popular social media platform that signals the marketing strategies and the
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elements of university branding (Bélanger et al., 2014). This study used Twitter due to the
high participation rate of the universities compared to other social media platforms. BGC
was collected by using Twitter API run on RapidMiner Studio 8.1. The tweets for each uni-
versity shared between 1 January – 31 December 2018 were collected and a total of 4,025
tweets were analyzed. The metrics such as number of tweets, number of followers, and
number of retweets were used to measure the effectiveness of social media efforts. The
universities examined in this study joined Twitter in different years, therefore follower
growth was taken instead of the total number of followers. The measures suggested by
Hoffman and Fodor (2010) were employed and the BGC dataset contained the univer-
sities’ tweets and metadata (follower growth, tweets’ retweeting amount).

Three types of tweets can be shared on Twitter. Original tweets are generated by their
sender. A user may also join a conversation by ‘@replying’ to other users. ‘Retweeting’ is
also a solid measure of public opinion about the value of the tweets (Sterne, 2010), indi-
cating electronic and social word-of-mouth, as the tweets pass along from one user to
another. For this important metric, only the number of retweets of original tweets were
examined to conclude how many people had the opportunity to see the universities’
Twitter messages.

For the second dataset (UGC), data was taken from Turkey’s one of the most popular
collaborative social media platforms, eksisozluk.com, because Twitter content was insuffi-
cient. Founded in 1999, and visited by approximately 283 million distinct users, www.
eksisozluk.com is ranked as the 12th website in Turkey and the 626th global website in
terms of user traffic (Alexa, 2019). UGC data (content generated by users on the platform)
was obtained with the codes written in Python. All comments (n = 871) shared between
2001 and 2018 regarding the examined university brands were collected.

Data analysis method

A content analysis of the BGC and UGC datasets was made to seek answers to the research
questions. First, the metrics for both datasets were summarized by descriptive statistics.
Second, the datasets were coded across the university brand personality facets (prestige,
sincerity, appeal, lively, conscientiousness, and cosmopolitan) (Rauschnabel et al., 2016).
Third, correspondence analysis was made in the R programming language to identify the
relationships between universities’ generic strategies and brand personality dimensions
for BGC and UGC datasets separately. FactoMineR and factoextra packages were used
for correspondence analysis and data visualization. The analysis methods are further
explained in the following subtitles.

Content analysis
Content analysis is a systematic and objective method for comparing online content,
which is acceptable in the university brand personality context (Rutter et al., 2017),
whereas the original approach of this study is to simultaneously examine the university
brand personality dimensions in BGC and UGC. The contents of both datasets (BGC and
UGC) were originally Turkish as the selected universities operate in Turkey, so no trans-
lations were made. Each item in the data set was coded by matching one or more relevant
dimensions of the university brand personality.
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Reliability
Each text was coded by two researchers in the relevant dimensions of the university brand
personality scale. To check for inter-coder reliability, the researchers coded the same ran-
domly selected data corresponding to approximately 10% of two separate data sets.
ReCal statistical program using Scott’s Pi (Scott, 1955) was utilized to assess the reliability
between two coders. Since the coefficients of reliability measurements were above the
acceptable level of 80% for each dataset, the first coder coded the first dataset, and
the second coder coded the second dataset separately.

Correspondence analysis
Correspondence analysis represents data as a set of points on two coordinate axes; hori-
zontal (x-axis) and vertical (y-axis) (Greenacre, 2017). In this low-dimensional graphic rep-
resentation, the categories with similar distributions are located close to each other, while
not similar ones are located far from each other. In the analysis, first of all, the profiles and
marginal masses of the categories are calculated. Then, the distances between the points
are calculated based on the chi-square distance. At the last stage, visualization is made by
deciding the appropriate dimension size (Clausen, 1998). The first dimension represents
the highest amount of explained inertia or largest deviation from independence; the
second dimension, the second-largest, and so on.

Overall summary tables (Appendix 2 for BGC and Appendix 6 for UGC) include the cor-
respondence analysis output statistics relevant to the interpretation of the data. Firstly,
chi-square test results were given to evaluate whether there is a significant dependence
between row and column categories. Secondly, inertia values (called eigenvalues in R
output) were examined to determine the number of axes to be retained. Afterward, the
contribution of points to the dimensions and the quality of representation of points
were interpreted.

Visualization of the correspondence analysis results
The results were given in contingency plot representations (ballonplot() in gplots package
in R) and association plots (assoc() in vcd package in R). Association plots visualize the
relationship between categorical variables based on Pearson residuals. Color-shading of
the residuals shows associational patterns in the data based on three categories; impor-
tant (blue color), less important, and unimportant (red color) (see Appendix 1 for BGC and
Appendix 5 for UGC) (Meyer et al., 2003). Deviations from independence are colored, a cell
with more observed frequency than expected frequency rises above the line and vice
versa (Friendly, 1992).

Besides the statistics in the tables, the contribution of points to dimensions is visu-
alized (Appendix 3 for BGC and Appendix 7 for UGC). The dashed line on these
graphs indicates the expected average contribution. The row(s) & column(s) with a
contribution larger than this threshold could be considered important in contributing
to that dimension (Kassambara, 2017). Assessing what column category determines
the dimensions can be interpreted as giving names to the dimensions (Alberti,
2013), and the position of the label is determined by the sign of dimensions
scores (Kudlats et al., 2014). Since this study’s focus is business strategies’ positions
to the brand personality dimensions, the brand personality dimensions are used to
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name the dimensions (Dim1&Dim2). Therefore, this labeling gives a comprehending
interpretation of the relative positioning of business strategies as suggested in
Kudlats et al. (2014).

The results were presented in symmetric (Figure 4 for BGC and Figure 6 for UGC)
and asymmetric (Appendix 4 for BGC and Appendix 8 for UGC) biplots. In symmetric
biplots, both variables (row and column, namely business strategies and brand per-
sonality dimensions) are represented based on the principal coordinates (Bendixen,
1996). Smaller distances of the data points belonging to the same variable show
similar types of profiles. The comparisons between data points of the same variable
(row or column) can be interpreted directly from the symmetric biplots (Alberti,
2013; Bendixen, 1996). To assess the association among data points of variables,
asymmetric biplots can be presented (Bendixen, 1996; Kassambara, 2017). In asym-
metric biplots, ‘rows (or columns) points are plotted from the standard coordinates
and the profiles of the columns (or the rows) are plotted from the principal coordi-
nates’ (Bendixen, 1996). The guidelines and R codes in this study are mostly provided
by Kassambara (2017).

Results

Descriptive statistics

The number of tweets shared was the highest for the differentiator university (Table 1).
The low-cost universities were labeled as ‘Cost1’, ‘Cost2’, and ‘Cost3’, while the differen-
tiator university was labeled as ‘Diff’. Only Diff has shared ‘retweets’ more than the
other tweet types. Among 4025 tweets, original, retweet, and @reply accounted for
53% (2123), 45% (1830), and 2% (72), respectively. The total number of retweets received
by universities’ tweets was the highest for Diff.

Another important metric, follower growth, is shown in Figure 1. While low-cost univer-
sities lost followers, Diff gained new followers.

On the other hand, the total number of comments (UGC) was higher for low-cost uni-
versities than Diff (Figure 2) because UGC included all content ever generated by the
users, having a range of 18 years (2001–2018). Users mentioned the older universities
more as they were established long before Diff.

Results for RQ1

The first research question inquired how BGC differed among universities depending on
their generic strategy choices and university brand personality.

Table 1. Tweet frequencies (BGC).

Universities

Original
Tweets

Retweet
Tweets

@reply
Tweets

Tweets
Total

Retweets received(1) (2) (3) (4) = (1)+(2)+(3)

Cost1 236 126 15 377 599
Cost2 304 39 9 352 1423
Cost3 295 22 11 328 536
Diff 1288 1643 37 2968 3804
Total 2123 1830 72 4025 6365
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There were noticeable differences in tweet dispersions among differentiator and low-
cost universities (Figure 3). Another representation, the association plot of BGC in Appen-
dix 1, supported the similarity between low-cost universities and their difference com-
pared to Diff based on university brand personality dimensions. Low-cost universities
were related to sincerity and liveliness, whereas Diff was associated with prestige, cosmo-
politanism, and conscientiousness. This cross-tabulation was further analyzed with corre-
spondence analysis.

R output of the overall summary table of BGC is given in Appendix 2. The Chi-Square of
independence between the two variables (universities’ generic strategies and brand per-
sonality dimensions) is calculated (χ2(8, N = 5022) = 739.7694, p < .01). The variables were
statistically significantly associated, therefore conducting a correspondence analysis was
beneficial. Afterward, the eigenvalues were examined. The first two dimensions were
retained due to a very satisfactory proportion of explained inertia (99.53%, see ‘Cumulat-
ive % of var.’ in Appendix 2).

To investigate the contribution of points to the dimensions and quality of represen-
tation of points, row and column categories were separately considered. Cost2 was the
most important row in the definition of the first dimension with 50.56% (see ‘Dim.1-ctr’
in Appendix 2), Cost1 was the row that most described the second dimension with
76.50% (see ‘Dim.2-ctr’ in Appendix 2). When the columns were examined, the columns
that contributed the most to the first dimension were sincerity with 38.88% and liveliness
with 32.62%. Appeal with 43.45%, prestige with 26.47%, and liveliness with 17.85% con-
tributed to the second dimension.

The quality of representation of the points was investigated based on the squared
cosine (cos2) values, comprising between 0 and 1. If a row or column point is well pre-
sented by the two dimensions, the sum of the cos2 values should be close to one (Kas-
sambara, 2017). Rows and columns are well-represented by the two dimensions since

Figure 1. Follower Growth on Twitter (Boomsocial, 2019).

Figure 2. Number of Comments (UGC).

JOURNAL OF MARKETING FOR HIGHER EDUCATION 9



their cos2 values’ total was equal to one (see ‘Dim.1-cos2’ and ‘Dim.2-cos2’ for rows and
columns in Appendix 2).

To label dimensions, the first dimension was named first, since it has the highest pro-
portion of variance. Sincerity and liveliness had positive signs under Dim1 scores (see
Columns-Dim.1 scores (0.85, 0.98) in Appendix 2), therefore the right side of the plot
was labeled as ‘Sincerity and Lively’. On the left side, no brand dimension was significant
for labeling. For the second dimension, the highest contribution of column points was
given by appeal, prestige, and lively dimensions (see Columns-Dim.2 scores (−0.05,
0.11, 0.11, respectively) in Appendix 2). Since appeal had a negative sign under Dim2,
the bottom half of the plot was named ‘Appeal’, and the top of the plot was ‘Prestige
and Lively’. Labels were added to the symmetric biplot (Figure 4) based on the guidelines
provided by (Kudlats et al., 2014). Lively was plotted on both dimensions since it was
identified as significant on both dimensions. The similarity and dissimilarity within row
and column categories can be interpreted from Figure 4.

For the brand personality dimensions, cosmopolitan, conscientious, and prestige were
plotted close to one another as they shared similar profiles. Besides, lively and sincerity
dimensions were in the same quadrant at a close distance. For the business strategies,
low-cost universities were located on the right (positive) side of the first dimension,
whereas Diff was located far away from them on the negative side of the first dimension.
The first dimension separated the BGC based on universities’ generic strategies.

To interpret the distance between column and row points, an asymmetric biplot was
demonstrated in Appendix 4. In this representation, if the angle between the arrows of a
row and column categories is narrow, there is a strong correlation between the corre-
sponding row and column (Kassambara, 2017).

Figure 3. The Frequency Distribution of BGC.
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Results for RQ2

The second research question investigated how UGC differs among universities depend-
ing on their generic strategy choices and university brand personality dimensions. After
the elimination of 114 entries that could not be mapped in any of the dimensions of
the university brand personality scale, a total of 758 eligible comments were analyzed.
The distribution of UGC among universities depending on their generic strategy
choices and university brand personality dimensions is illustrated in Figure 5 (In addition,
the association plot is given in Appendix 5).

R output of the overall summary table of UGC is given in Appendix 6. The Chi-Square of
independence between the two variables is calculated (χ2(8, N = 1124) = 64.384, p < .01),
and it was concluded that the row and the column variables are statistically significantly
associated. Two dimensions were retained due to a very satisfying proportion of
explained inertia (93.03, see ‘Cumulative % of var.’ in Appendix 6).

For the contribution of points to the dimensions, both Appendix 6 and Appendix 7 are
given. Cost1 was the most important row in the definition of the first dimension with
81.03% (see Dim.1-ctr in Appendix 7), Diff was the row that describes the most the
second dimension with 83.98% (see Dim.2-ctr in Appendix 7). For columns’ contributions,
sincerity with 35.94%, conscientiousness with 21.18%, and appeal with 18.59% contribu-
ted to the first dimension the most. The columns that contributed the most to the second

Figure 4. BGC Dispersion Across the Generic Strategies and Brand Personality Dimensions (Symmetric
Biplot).
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dimension were cosmopolitanism 48.04% and sincerity 30.83%. All row and column
points except liveliness were well-represented by the first two dimensions (the sum of
cos2 is 0.39 for Lively, see Dim.1-cos2 and Dim.2-cos2 for columns in Appendix 6). This
implied that the position of the ‘lively’ dimension on the plot should be interpreted
with some caution (Kassambara, 2017).

The highest contribution of column points to dimensions was examined to give names
to the dispersion plot dimensions. Since sincerity and conscientiousness had positive
signs and appeal had a negative sign score under Dim1 scores, the right side of the
plot was labeled as ‘Sincerity and Conscientiousness’ and the left side of the plot was
labeled as ‘Appeal’ (see Columns-Dim.1 scores (0.35, 0.17,−0.17, respectively) in Appendix
6). For the second dimension, the highest contribution of column points was given by cos-
mopolitan and sincerity (see Columns-Dim.2 scores (0.49, −0.23) in Appendix 2). Since
cosmopolitan had a positive sign under Dim2, the top of the plot was named as ‘Cosmo-
politan’, and due to the negative sign under Dim2 of sincerity, the bottom half of the plot
was labeled as ‘Sincerity’. Figure 6 shows the UGC dispersion across the brand personality
dimensions and generic strategies.

The appeal and prestige dimensions shared similar profiles but were mapped in
different quadrants due to the differentiator’s relation to the prestige (see Appendix 5).
For the generic strategies, low-cost universities were located at the bottom half of the
second dimension, whereas Diff was located far away on the top half. The second dimen-
sion has separated the UGC based on universities’ generic strategies. Two low-cost univer-
sities were close to each other, whereas Diff was far away from the low-cost universities.
The asymmetric biplot is given in Appendix 8 to interpret the distance between column
and row points.

Figure 5. The Frequency Distribution of UGC.
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Discussion

When BGG dispersion was analyzed, cost-leaders were close to liveliness and sincerity due
to using a friendlier dialogue in tweets for interacting with students and posting tweets
about sports teams. Cost1 was near the appeal dimension since some of the university’s
Twitter feeds were about their events. Diffwas more related to the conscientiousness, cos-
mopolitan, and prestige dimensions than low-cost universities because it mentioned
related items, such as the teaching quality, internship opportunities, and studying abroad.

For UGC, Cost2 and Cost3 were located close to sincerity as people commented about
those universities regarding their approach to students and brand image. The comments
included complaints due to the unfriendly, unfair, or untrustworthy treatment toward stu-
dents, and also positive emotions such as the perceived sincerity of the university. This
supported Kaushal and Ali (2020) and showed that university brand personality is a critical
element of student evaluations. Cost1 had a closer distance to appeal since its physical
facilities were discussed more by users. Cost1 was also close to prestige because users
commented about low prestige perceptions. On the other hand, Diff showed a moderate
relation to prestige since some users mentioned their uncertainty or positive expectations
regarding its prestige.

Cost1, Cost2, and Diff had smaller distances to conscientiousness in UGC data. Con-
scientiousness covered organized administrative processes, perceived teaching quality,
and the competence of the academic staff. Some users mentioned their high expectations
and positive opinions for the newly established differentiator university since they

Figure 6. UGC Dispersion Across the Generic Strategies and Brand Personality Dimensions (Symmetric
Biplot).
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distinguished it from the low-cost universities due to the vision of its founders and aca-
demic staff. On the other hand, they shared their complaints about the low-cost univer-
sities’ administrative processes and organization and wrote about the problems the
students faced. As a result, UGC and BGC mappings showed a dissimilar dispersion.
While users generated a high number of entries about the perceived order and compe-
tence of the low-cost universities, HEIs’ brand communication did not focus on those
issues. On the other hand, conscientiousness had a high frequency in both BGC and
UGC for Diff.

Diff was also very close to cosmopolitanism in UGC due to its stronger relationships
with the private sector, programs in English, and urban location. That was in alignment
with its BGC mapping. This finding supported (Malär et al., 2012), who stated that the
fit between the intended and perceived brand personality increases in alignment with
its competitive differentiation. Diff’s BGC and UGC mappings were also similar for con-
scientiousness and prestige as both users and brand owners mentioned the university
in those aspects.

The number of user comments regarding liveliness was small. Liveliness was mainly
linked with sports teams and facilities of universities, but the universities were not
active in any sports. Although low-cost universities shared some content about athletic
events, users did not generate much content in the lively dimension, which indicates
that liveliness is not among the critical factors for university choice for the majority of stu-
dents. Thus, users did not refer to this dimension in their comments. This finding was in
parallel with Japutra and Molinillo (2019), who stated that perceived brand responsibility
and orderliness lead to higher trust compared to liveliness.

A major finding was that BGC differed according to the business strategy of HEIs. As
Palmer (2013) pointed out, universities are using social media marketing for effective
brand management. Although the differentiator university had more tweets about
being prestigious, cosmopolitan, and conscientious, universities that pursue a cost leader-
ship strategy emphasized sincerity, appeal, and liveliness elements more. The differentia-
tor university put forward its favorable reputation, international connections, downtown
campus location, and strong networking ability with the private sector. Posting such
content was appropriate and in alignment with its differentiation strategy since those
points were essential elements for its unique positioning. This supported the study of
Geurin and Burch (2017), who stated that social media posts of differentiator brands
reflect brands’ values and differentiated attributes. On the other hand, universities that
pursue a cost leadership strategy used sincerity elements in their brand communication.
They emphasized their friendliness and helpfulness rather than success and reputation.
Within that context, the prestige-related BGC dispersions of the differentiator and low-
cost universities were distinct.

UGC and BGC dispersions matched in some dimensions. First, users associated the
differentiator university with the cosmopolitan, prestige, and conscientiousness dimen-
sions, similar to its BGC. The university had a well-perceived difference and the social
media metrics supported the positive impact of this perception. This finding supported
Japutra and Molinillo (2019), as the link between brand personality and differentiation.
Second, BGC and UGC dispersions of low-cost universities were parallel to each other
in the sincerity and appeal dimensions. Cost1 was associated to appeal and Cost2 and
Cost3 were associated with sincerity in both UGC and BGC. Cost1 tried to improve its
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perceived prestige by posting content in this dimension, while Cost2 and Cost3 empha-
sized their sincerity. Low-cost universities put more effort to emphasize the student-
friendly atmosphere in their social media content.

On the other hand, UGC and BGC differed from each other in the prestige dimension.
Although the differentiator university was distinct from low-cost universities in terms of
prestige-related content in BGC, such a clear distinction was not observed for UGC.
Users commented about the prestige dimension regarding low-cost universities, as pres-
tige-related issues are important in university selection. However, low-cost universities did
not share much content about the prestige dimension.

Another finding of this study is that the harmony between the business strategy and
brand positioning is reflected in the follower numbers on social media. The differentiator
university has increased its followers whereas followers of low-cost universities decreased
in 2018 (Boomsocial, 2019). This finding has supported Brech et al. (2017), who stated that
universities with a stronger reputation have more followers on social media; and Reta-
mosa et al. (2020), as strong perception of university brand personality is a determinant
of loyalty. The differentiator university was more popular and successful in attracting fol-
lowers on social media (Palmer, 2013; Veirman et al., 2017). This finding also supported
the previous prescriptions of strategy scholars stating that differentiation strategy is
linked with increased brand loyalty (Kettunen, 2002).

UGC was higher for older universities, because they had more alumni and students,
and consequently, a higher number of user comments, whether positive or negative.
Although newer brands can use social media marketing to create a follower base
through BGC, achieving user engagement can happen over time.

Managerial implications

In the highly competitive higher education industry, attracting high-quality students
became the main issue for HEI administrators. In this regard, having an in-depth under-
standing of the selection criteria of prospective students is more important than ever
for competing successfully in this environment. As a result, marketing tools related to
brand personality, brand communication, and brand loyalty are increasingly used for
carrying out a successful brand management policy. The same approach is now emer-
ging in HEI’s, which are closely following private sector strategic management prac-
tices. Developing an overall business strategy and carving out an aligned marketing
strategy is becoming a priority for university marketing professionals, consultants,
and the managers of HEI’s. Here, the findings of the current research study present
important implications for HEI administrators. One prominent result of our analyses
is that BGC differs concerning the chosen business strategy of HEIs. Previous studies
have indicated that there should be a close link between generic institutional strategy
and brand positioning to achieve an overall successful performance for companies
(Geurin & Burch, 2017; Vera, 2016). While this is the case, empirical studies investi-
gating this proposition in the higher education industry have been significantly
limited. The findings of this study show that this prescription holds true for higher edu-
cation sector and currently, administrators of HEI’s execute the business and marketing
strategies parallel to each other, particularly when social media is used as the main
channel of communication. In alignment with Opoku et al. (2008), a pleasant brand
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personality is channeled by using relevant messages in social media communication.
Another important implication of the findings is about the UGC and generic business
strategy relationship. The results of the current study show that the intended com-
munication of the brand identity may not always be aligned with the views and
opinions of the potential or existing consumers of the brands. This shows that the
managers in HEIs as brand owners should pay extreme attention to the actual reflec-
tions of their intended messages about their identities concerning various factors
which affect the consumers’ selection of that institution (Simiyu et al., 2020). In
addition, the findings indicate close association with brand loyalty with pursuing a
differentiation strategy, as suggested in previous studies (Kettunen, 2002). Thus, the
administrators of differentiator HEI’s should allocate necessary resources to their
social media communications and strengthen the attachment of current and prospec-
tive students with the brand of their universities. Finally, UGC was found to be posi-
tively correlated with the age of the university. To overcome this challenge,
managers of young brands can plan co-branded activities, such as prestigious confer-
ences or young entrepreneurship summits under the sponsorship of reputable compa-
nies to bring together students, academics, and business professionals for increasing
the UGC content related with their brand.

Conclusion

The current study extended previous studies on brand personality in higher education,
by showing that the social media strategies of brands are in alignment with their
generic business strategy choices. The differentiator university’s UGC and BGC disper-
sions in terms of brand personality were similar and focused on prestige, sincerity,
and conscientiousness. On the other hand, UGC-BGC dispersions of the low-cost univer-
sities were not in parallel for prestige, conscientiousness, and liveliness dimensions. The
findings showed the strategic link between brand personality and differentiation. For
the differentiator university brand, the intended and perceived brand personalities
were in harmony. Furthermore, the results also highlight the importance of social
media for reflecting, building, and strengthening the brand personality in higher edu-
cation institutions. To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to examine
UGC and BGC in the branding activities of HEIs within the theoretical framework pro-
vided by Porter (1985).

The most important limitation of this study is the relatively recent foundation dates of
the institutions which are taken as the units of analysis. Further research can be con-
ducted for comparing well-established and young universities or for comparing public
and private universities. Second, cross-cultural research on UGC and BGC regarding uni-
versity brand personality would present important findings in the highly competitive
global higher education environment. Additionally, sentiment analysis of UGC can be
done to detect the distribution of the sentiment depending on the generic strategies
and brand personality dimensions.
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Appendices

Appendix 1

Appendix 2
Table A1. Overall summary of the correspondence analysis of BGC.

The chi square of independence between the two variables is equal to 739.7694 (p-value = 6.152977e-148).
Eigenvalues

Dim.1 Dim.2 Dim.3
Variance 0.14 0 0
% of var. 97.37 2.15 0.47
Cumulative % of var. 97.37 99.53 100
Rows

Iner*1000 Dim.1 ctr cos2 Dim.2 ctr cos2
Cost1 24.13 0.51 15.13 0.9 −0.17 76.5 0.1
Cost2 73.26 0.9 50.56 0.99 0.08 18.76 0.01
Cost3 16.85 0.46 11.28 0.96 0.04 4.17 0.01
Diff 33.06 −0.21 23.03 1 0 0.57 0
Columns

Iner*1000 Dim.1 ctr cos2 Dim.2 ctr cos2
Prestige 14.82 −0.44 9.73 0.94 0.11 26.47 0.06
Sincerity 56 0.85 38.88 1 0.03 1.92 0
Appeal 1.7 0.03 0.22 0.19 −0.05 43.45 0.81
Lively 47.49 0.98 32.62 0.99 0.11 17.85 0.01
Conscientiousness 3.97 −0.35 2.53 0.91 0.02 0.44 0
Cosmopolitan 23.33 −0.28 16.01 0.98 0.03 9.89 0.01

Figure A1. The association plot of BGC.
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Appendix 3

Appendix 4

Figure A3. BGC dispersion across the generic strategies and brand personality dimensions (Asym-
metric Biplot).

Figure A2. Contribution of points to Dim1&Dim2 of BGC.
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Appendix 5

Appendix 6
Table A2. Overall summary of the correspondence analysis of UGC.

The chi square of independence between the two variables is equal to 64.384 (p-value = 4.379984e-08).
Eigenvalues

Dim.1 Dim.2 Dim.3
Variance 0.04 0.02 0
% of var. 61.65 31.39 6.97
Cumulative % of var. 61.65 93.03 100
Rows

Iner*1000 Dim.1 ctr cos2 Dim.2 ctr cos2
Cost1 28.97 −0.42 81.03 0.99 −0.04 1.75 0.01
Cost2 6.67 0.08 7.51 0.4 −0.08 14.15 0.38
Cost3 6.37 0.11 11.46 0.64 −0.01 0.12 0
Diff 15.27 0 0 0 0.36 83.98 0.99
Columns

Iner*1000 Dim.1 ctr cos2 Dim.2 ctr cos2
Prestige 5.82 −0.12 15.31 0.93 0.02 0.89 0.03
Sincerity 18.42 0.35 35.94 0.69 −0.23 30.83 0.3
Appeal 8.53 −0.17 18.59 0.77 −0.09 10.91 0.23
Lively 5.79 −0.54 5.78 0.35 0.18 1.28 0.04
Conscientiousness 8.93 0.17 21.18 0.84 0.07 8.05 0.16
Cosmopolitan 9.79 0.18 3.2 0.12 0.49 48.04 0.88

Figure A4. The association plot of UGC.
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Appendix 7

Appendix 8

Figure A5. Contribution of points to Dim1&Dim2 of UGC.

Figure A6. UGC dispersion across the generic strategies and brand personality dimensions (Asym-
metric Biplot).
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