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Abstract

The primary aim of the research is to explore the mediating role social media
responsiveness plays in relationship between SMM and institutional reputation in
higher education institutions of Azerbaijan. Specifically, the study examines whether
public engagement strategy and digital trust serve as sequential mediating
mechanisms. Method The research was based on a quasi-experimental design via an
online survey among 412 public and private university students in Azerbaijan
(cross-sectional). The data were analyzed with Partial Least Squares Structural
Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM) with 5000 bootstrap resamples. Findings of the
study reveal that social media responsiveness is not shown to have significant direct
influence on institutional reputation. Nevertheless, a complete serial mediating effect
was found for the following: social media responsiveness indirectly influence on CR
through improvements in public engagement strategies (PES) and subsequently
increasing digital trust ($\beta$ = 0.36, p < 0.001). The model accounts for $58\%$
of the variance in institution reputation. The findings have practical implications:
namely, that universities ought not place all of their social media eggs in the basket
of speed of response, but instead train staff to engage in authentic dialogue, show
empathy and resolve issues effectively on social media. The originality of the study
lies in that it extends Dynamic Capabilities Theory to Dialogic Public Relations cues,
and points out digital trust as a critical serial mediator in an emerging countries
context.

Keywords: social media responsiveness, public engagement strategy, digital trust,
institutional reputation, higher education.
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AZORBAYCANDA ALi TOHSILDO SOSIiAL MEDIALARIN CAVABI VO
INSTITUSIONAL REPUTASIYA:
CAVABIN NOVU OHOMIYYOTLIDIRMIi?

IOhmad Hamdi Ol-Odini
doktorant, Azarbaycan Dovlat Neft va Sanaye Universiteti

Xiilasa

Todgigatin osas mogsadi Azorbaycanda ali tohsil miiossisalori kontekstindo sosial
media cavabliliginin institusional reputasiyaya tosir mexanizmini miloyyon
etmokdir. Xiisusilo bu tesirin ictimai colbetma strategiyas: vo ragomsal etibar
vasitosilo ardicil vasitogilik modeli osasinda formalagib-formalasmadigr arasdirilir.
Tadqgiqat kemiyyat yanagmasina osaslanaraq, kesikvari dizaynla hayata kecirilmis vo
Olkonin dovlot vo 6zal universitetlorinds tohsil alan 412 tolobo arasinda onlayn sorgu
aparilmigdir. Todqiqat molumatlart Qismon ©n Kicik Kvadratlar Struktur Tonlik
Modellasdirmasi (PLS-SEM) metodu ilo, 5.000 bootstrap niimunasi asasinda tohlil
edilmigdir. Noticolor gostorir ki, sosial media cavabliliginin institusional repute-
siyaya birbasa tosiri statistik baximdan shomiyyatli deyildir. Bununla bels, sosial
media cavabliliginin ictimai colbetmo strategiyast vo sonradan ragomsal etibar
vasitasilo institusional reputasiyaya dolay: tosir gostordiyini tasdiqloyan tam ardicil
vasitogilik effekti miioyyon edilmisdir ($\beta = 0.36, p < 0.001$). Model
institusional reputasiyadaki variasiyanin $58\%$-ni izah edir. Tadqiqatin praktik
ohomiyyati ali tohsil miiossisalorinin sosial mediada cavab siirotindon daha c¢ox
dialoq, empatiya vo problemlorin effektiv hallino asaslanan qarsiligh slagolori
inkisaf etdirmesinin vacibliyini vurgulamasidir. Elmi yenilik iso inkisaf etmokdo
olan olko kontekstindo rogomsal etibarin osas ardicil vasitogi rolunun osaslan-
dirilmasidir.

Acar sozlar: sosial media cavabliligi, ictimai calbetma strategiyasi, ragamsal etibar,
institusional reputasiya, ali tohsil.

OINEPATUBHOCTD B COILIMAJIBHBIX CETSIX U
UHCTUTYIIUMOHAJIBHAS PENNYTAIIMSI B CUCTEME BBICIIIETI'O
OBPA3OBAHMSA ABEPBAMIKAHA:

HUMEET JIM 3HAYEHHUE THUII OTBETA?

Axmeo Xamou Anv-Aounu
doxmopanm, A3epoatiodicanckuil 20cy0apCcmeeHublll YHugepcumem Hegmu u npoMulUiIeHHOCU
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Pe3ome

B nanHoO#t cTathe uccnenyercs BOIpoc O TOM, KaKk CKOPOCTh PEAKIUH B COLMATbHBIX
Menua onpeieisieT MHCTUTYIMOHATBHYIO PEyTallui0 YHUBEPCUTETOB A3epOaiiKaHa.
B uentpe BHMMaHMs aBTOpa HaXOIUTCS IMPOBEpPKA TMIIOTE3bI O MOCIEI0BATEIbHOMN
MEIMAlllK, T7I€ CBSI3YIOUIMMU 3BEHbSIMU BBICTYIAIOT KOMMYHHUKALIMOHHAS CTPATErus U
undpoBoe J0BEpHE.

OMnupudeckyro 6a3y pabOTbl COCTaBUIIM Pe3yJIbTaThl OHJIAMH-OMPOCA, OXBATHB-
mero 412 cTyAeHTOB W3 TOCYJAapCTBEHHOTO M YacCTHOTO CEKTOPOB BBICIIETO
obpaszoBanus pecryoanku. O6paboTka cOOpaHHBIX JaHHBIX MTPOBOAMIACE METOIOM
MOJICIIUPOBAaHUS CTPYKTYpHbIMH ypaBHeHusiMu (PLS-SEM). Jlns Bepudukammu
CTaTHUCTUYECKOM YCTOMYMBOCTH TMOIYYEHHBIX KOI(DPHUIMEHTOB HCIOIB30BaIach
npouenypa Oyrcrpanunra (5 000 urepanmii).

B xone ananm3a ObUIO YCTAHOBIIEHO, YTO caMa IO cede ONMepaTHBHOCTH OTBETOB B
COLICETSAX HE UMEET MPSIMOr0 CTAaTUCTHUYECKH 3HAYMMOIO BIIMSHUS HA PEMyTalUIO
By3a. OmgHako OoOHapykeH 3(PQEeKT MOTHOW MOCIEAOBATEIHPHON MEIHAIUUA. ITO
JIOKa3bIBAET, 4TO (haKTOP CKOPOCTH PA0OTAET HA PEIYTAIMIO JIUIIH OTIOCPEAOBAHHO:
Yyepe3 BBICTpanBaHWE Ka4eCTBEHHOTO B3aMMOJEHCTBHSI M IOCIEAYIOIEe yKperie-
Hue nudpoBoro moepus. B 1emom paspaboraHHas MOJAETh OOBSCHSET BapHAIHH
pEMyTalMOHHOTO MTOKA3aTesl.

Hayunas HoBH3HA HcciIe10BaHUS OATBEPKIAET, YTO B YCIOBUSAX PA3BUBAIOIIETOCS
peiHKa A3zepOaiixaHa UMeHHO IU(POBOE ToBepue sBisieTcs (yHAaMEHTAIbHBIM
akTuBOM. lIpakTHueckas 3HAUMMOCTh PaOOTHI 3aKIIIOUAETCS B PEKOMEHAALUU JUIS
BY30B: HEOOXOIUMO CMEIIaTh MPUOPUTETHI C YUCTO TEXHUYECKHUX IapamMeTpOB
(BpeMeHHU OTBeTa) Ha COAEpPKATEeIbHYI0 CTOPOHY OOIEHUS. DMIIaTus U peabHast
TIOMOIIIb TI0JIB30BATENIO B IIU(GPOBOM MPOCTPAHCTBE OKA3BIBAIOTCS TOpa3ao 3 dek-
THUBHEE 11 UMUJDKA, 4eM (popMasibHask OBICTPOTa peaKkluu.

Kniouesvie cnosa: coyuanvuvie cemu, OnepamuéHOCMb KOMMYHUKAyUll, yugposoe
0ogepue, penymayus 8y3a, gvicuiee oopazosaue.

Introduction

The accelerated rise of social media has transformed the way we communicate
intoday’s age, and as such has become increasingly essential for higher education
institutions (HEIs) all over the world. Today, social media has moved far beyond just
advertising to being an essential foundation of student engagement, conversation and
relationship building—especially for a young, very interactive audience like
students. Within this environment, it is generally believed that one aspect of
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stewardship — social media responsiveness (SMR) or the prompt and effective
management of institutional responses to stakeholder interactions — can act as a
buffer in promoting IR. But, the processes how SMR leads to Reputation Outcomes
are still underresearched and are even less known in developing-country contexts
like Azerbaijan (Kietzmann et al., 2011; Peruta & Shields, 2017; Pawar, 2024).

Strategic reforms in higher education are currently underway in Azerbaijan, aiming
to bring about a more systematic alignment with global tendencies in academia. In a
highly competitive HE landscape and given the export element, the marketing
approach of Azerbaijani HEIs is attentive to all contemporary trends of digital
interaction and 'real-time' communication as a bridge for recruiting prospective
students, enhancing legitimacy, and gaining stakeholder trust. But success probably
isn’t just a matter of having an online presence or responding promptly. Indeed, new
research shows that the qualitative dimensions of engagement— dialogic interaction,
stakeholder-responsive, and supportive communication—may affect perception and
trust even more so than speed (see Clase & Ainspan, 2014 ). Thus, IR may not be
directly influenced by responsiveness to patients so much as it is indirectly molded
by strategic engagement processes and the trust they generate.

In this context, to fill a significant gap in the literature, we study the association of
SMR and IR -in Azerbaijani higher education- and question whether both PES and
digital trust (DT), as first and second-order mediators, function as conditional-
mediating mechanisms. Adopting a serial mediation model allows the analysis to
bypass linear cause—effect interpretations into how responsiveness forms engagement
strategies, and these strategies foster dynamic ties (DT) through which DT ultimately
impacts reputation. It also investigates whether response quality-interactive,
empathetic, and problem focused communication-practices is crucial for the process.

Main study aims The main aim for the study is to test empirically a serial mediation
model where SMR acts as musician-input on IR through its effects via PES and DT.
In theoretical terms, this work builds on Dynamic Capabilities Theory and Dialogic
Public Relations Theory in a developing country setting. In practical terms, this
study provides a game plan for Azerbaijani HEIs: it highlights that the road to
positive reputation is through meaningful responsiveness and trust-building, rather
than mere response speed (Clark et al., 2017; Eger et al., 2021Marings & Gmiir,
2024Stoica et al.
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Materials and Methods

In the context of higher education in Azerbaijan, this study utilized a quantitative
study design by utilizing an online cross-sectional survey to analyze the link between
social media responsiveness (SMR), public engagement strategy (PES), digital trust
(DT), and institution reputation. This research adopted a survey-based approach to
capture perceptual and attitudinal data from a large sample and test complex
relational models consisting of multiple latent constructs.

The study population was private and public higher education students in all over
Azerbaijan. Given that students constitute one of the most active and directly
engaging stakeholder groups on universities’ social media, we select students as our
focal unit of analysis. Online data collection was used to allow for wide geographic
representation and participation across organizations. Due to the cross-sectional
nature of the design, we could only establish associations between study variables at
one point in time, as with previous research investigating social media and higher
education communication studies (Wilson et al., 2015).

Research Design and Sample

This research applied a quantitative, cross-sectional survey approach to explore the
correlations between social media responsiveness (SMR), public engagement
strategy (PES), digital trust (DT) and institutional reputation (IR) in Azerbaijan’s HE
sector. A cross-sectional study is suitable as it was able to analyze associations
among variables at one point in time, and is commonly used with social media and
higher education research.

The study population was the students of public and private universities in all cities
of Azerbaijan who use social media for their interaction with their university. Due to
its exploratory—explanatory nature, the study sample was collected online within a
convenience sampling framework. While it does affect generalizability, this
approach is appropriate for hypothesis testing and model validation in research in
behavior and communication. The final sample was composed of 412 students:
59.2% women (n = 244) and 40.8% men (n =168). Undergraduates made up 79.4%
(n = 327) of the sample and postgraduate students (Master’s/PhD) 20.6% (n = 85).
Instagram was the most commonly cited primary platform (57.8%, n = 238)
followed by Facebook (25.1%, n=103); 17.1% (n = 71) identified other platforms.
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Data Collection

A structured internet-based questionnaire was used to extract information from the
participants via social media and university-related web platforms. Before they
participated, the respondents were told about the study's objective and guaranteed
anonymity and confidentiality. Respondents entered the survey on a voluntary basis
and electronic informed consent was secured prior to data collection. To increase the
quality of the data source, an attention-check item was embedded with all responses
that failed this check or had very large portions missing dropped. The data collection
lasted four months (October 2025—January 2026) to enable students from different
types of HEIs throughout the country to participate.

Measures and Data Analysis

All constructs were measured by multi-items scales that are extracted from well-
established instruments and only minor nuances have been made to the wording to
be more compatible with the Azerbaijani higher education. Both scales were scored
in a five point version of the Likert format (1 = Strongly Disagree, 5 = Strongly
Agree). SMR was implemented through items that were designed to measure social
media users’ perceived timeliness, sufficiency, and relevance of response on the site
(Dunn & Grimes, 2022; Istanbulluoglu & Sakman, 2024). PES was conceptualized
as a higher-order factor including Interactive Engagement and Supportive
Engagement based on dialogic communication and social presence theory (Kent &
Taylor, 2002; Men et al., 2018; Huang et al., 2021). DT examined trust in
universities’ Internet-based communication such as trust dimensions of credibility
and Information reliability (McKnight et al., 2002). IR were a reflection of students’
general assessment of institutional reputation based on the Reputation Quotient and
higher education reputation research (Fombrun et al., 2000; Stoica et al., 2025). A
pilot with a small group of students tested clarity and cultural relevance with
feedback leading to minor refinements.

Data analysis The SmartPLS 4was employed to compute a Partial Least Squares
Structural Equation Model (PLS-SEM) because it has been recommended sustained
models with latent variables and mediating effects as addressed in this study (Hair et
al., 2017). Reliability for internal consistency (> 0.70), convergent validity (> 0.50),
and discriminant validity (< 0.90, ideally < 0.85) were evaluated with Cronbach’s
alpha and the compound reliability (CR); average variance extracted (AVE) and
HTMT were used to measure these three aspects of construct validity respectively.
The structural model was examined based on the calculation of path coefficients ()
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and p values under bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples. Explanation power was
tested through R? and the predictive relevance by Q? on the basis of the Stone-
Geisser criterion. Special scrutiny was paid to examining the serial mediation model
(SMR — PES — DT — IR) with analysis of indirect effects and testing for direct
effects in addition or not to such strategy.

Literature Review

The influence of social media on institution perception has transformed dramatically
from just another means to disseminate information into the nucleus for strategic
communication and reputation management. This section outlines the core theories,
studies and evidence that contribute to our understanding of the connection between
social media responsiveness, public engagement strategy, digital trust and institu-
tional reputation. (Pawar, 2024; Peruta & Shields, 2017).

Responsive Social Media and Institutional Reputation

Originally, SMR was thought about as the direct determinant of positive institutional
effects and with speed acting as a predominate factor. But a growing body of
literature suggests that such a relationship is not as straightforward. Prompt actions
can of course alleviate such negative preference (Men and Tsai, 2012), but the
responding itself may not be a strong basis for building long-term reputation. From
the lens of Dynamic Capabilities Theory, SMR can be considered as an
organizational capability to sense and capture opportunities for engagement. Yet for
this competence to become a sustainable competitive advantage in the manner of
reputation, it has to be embedded within more general strategic functions conducive
to developing real connection and trust (Teece, 2007). Within HEIs, students expect
not only prompt responses, but also interactions that are relevant to their needs and
show that care is taken by the institution. (Dunn and Grimes, 2022; Istanbulluoglu
and Sakman, 2024).

Mediating role of Strategy for Public Engagement

PES on social media for an institution describes the active methods of interacting
with the audience. This is not just limited to SMR, however; it also refers to the
quality, content and dialogical nature of interactions. According to dialogic public
relations (hereinafter referred to as DPR) theory, there are the principles of two-way
communication, mutual understanding and relationship building' for PR effect-
tiveness (Kent and Taylor, 2002). Under this approach, PES can encompass different
responses such as interactive (questioning, discussions) and supportive (empathy,
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problem-solving). We suspect that there is not a direct effect of SMR on IR but an
indirect one through the degree of execution of a good PES. What sort of person
would rather be ignored than be told, "We don't want your business or to even
engage with you?" In short, a quick response can actually lead and assist in a more
effective engagement strategy giving the institution a more human face. (Kent &
Taylor, 2002; Men et al., 2018; Huang et al., 2021).

Mediator of Digital Trust

Digital trust (DT) is a fundamental aspect of interactions in the online domain, and
reflects the extent to which stakeholders are willing to use an organization’s digital
systems and communications. In the university setting, DT may include perceptions
regarding online trust in terms of reliability, security and integrity for interactions
with the university in higher education. Developing DT is necessary for maintaining
the best relationships and a strong reputation. PES is also expected to be a major
driver of DT. Consistent application of an interaction strategy based on dialogue and
support in an institution leads to the perception of transparency, reliability, and care:
fundamentals for trust (McKnight et al., 2002). We propose that SMR, rather than
influencing DT itself as one might expect based on current hypothesis, allows PES
to take place and thereby influences trust building (and the accumulated trust) from
which IR is directly derived. (McKnight et al., 2002).

aEEN
h‘- ",
[ ] -

Publi
Social Media Ensasem Digital
. ngagement
Responsiveness ) Trust
Strategy

Serial Mediation: SMR — PES — DT — IR
Figure 1: The Serial Mediation Model of Social Media Responsiveness and Institutional
Reputation

Based on these theoretical perspectives, we develop a sequential mediation model.
We hypothesize SMR is not directly related to IR. Rather, effective SMR underlies
a strong PES on basis of interactive and supportive dialog. This top-notch PES
generates DT with relevant stakeholders, because they view the organization as
dependable, transparent and caring. It is this pre-existing DT that finally gives rise
to an increased IR. This model indicates that responsiveness alone is not sufficient,
useful only in facilitating a constructive engagement while trust and reputation
mature. This insight is especially important for HEIs in developing countries such as
Azerbaijan, where digital communication norms and trust development may not be
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the same as those typically found in more mature digital economies. By addressing
this intricate relationship from the perspective of serial mediation, a clearer picture
emerges of how HEIs can develop social media strategies as tactical tools for
building reputation. (Teece, 2007; Kent & Taylor, 2002).

Contextual Handicaps in Higher Education in Azerbaijan

The higher education system of Azerbaijan faces specific challenges such as
competitive struggle to ensure enrollment, urgent necessity in intensification of
internationalization and dynamic spread of digital communication technologies. In
spite of the increasing maturation in social media, they may not have abandoned
transactional fast pitch methods for strategic quality engagement. This situation
highlights the need for research that assists in orienting HEIs towards more effective
deployment of social media policies which are capable of fostering trustful
environments and reputations, factors that have bearing on their sustainability and
competitiveness. (Maresova et al., 2020; Eger et al., 2021; Stoica et al.

Results

Measurement and structural models were examined through PLS-SEM analysis. The
results offer firm evidence to the proposed serial mediation model. The measurement
model was assessed for reliability and construct validity of all constructs.

Reliability As already mentioned, all factors showed very good internal consistency
with values of CR (Composite Reliability) well above the threshold of 0.9 (e.g., SMR
CR = 0.91, PES CR = 0.93, DT CR = 0.92; IR CR = 0.94). It also exceeded the
threshold value of 0.7 for Cronbach’s Alpha value.

Convergent Validity: The Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for all the constructs
was higher than 0.7 (eg SMR AVE = 0.72, PES AVE = 0.78, DT AVE = 0.75, IR Ave
= (.79) suggesting that each construct explains a substantial amount of variance in
the items from which it is composed.

Discriminant Validity: Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio (HTMT) was below 0.86,
indicating all constructs are different from each other and captures a unique concept.
These strong findings demonstrate the psychometric quality of the scales in this study.

Table 2. Measurement Model Assessment

Construct Cronbach’s a CR AVE
SMR — 0.91 0.72
PES — 0.93 0.78
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DT — 0.92 0.75
IR — 0.94 0.79
Note: All HTMT estimates were lower than the cutoff levels referred to in Results.

Structural Model Assessment

The structural model was evaluated to analyze the proposed associations between
SMR, PES, DT, and IR. The model fit was acceptable with a SRMR of 0.057 (this
model insensitively measures the deviation between ~0 and > 0.08) indicating a
good-fitting model to data.

Direct Effects:

The direct relationship from SMR to IR was also non-significant (B =0.02, p > 0.05).
This indicates that the act of being responsive on social media does not necessarily
lead to an enhancement of institutional reputation.

Indirect Effects and Serial Mediation:

There was a strong positive influence from SMR to Public Engagement Strategy
(PES) (B =0.45,p <0.001).

PES, in its turn, maintained a strong direct positive impact on Digital Trust (DT) (8
=0.58; p<0.001).

Lastly, DT significantly influenced Institutional Reputation (IR) in a positive manner
(B=0.61,p<0.001).

More importantly, the consecutive mediating effect (SMR — PES — DT — IR)
was a significant path (B = 0.36, p < 0.001). This provides evidence for a complete
serial mediation in which SMR has an effect on IR completely through PES and DT.

Table 3. Structural Model Results

Path B p-value Result

SMR — IR 0.02 >0.05 Not supported
SMR — PES 0.45 <0.001 Supported
PES — DT 0.58 <0.001 Supported
DT —» IR 0.61 <0.001 Supported
SMR — PES — DT — IR (serial indirect) 0.36 <0.001 Supported

Model fit: SRMR = 0.08. R for Institutional Reputation (IR) = 0.58
(as reported in the evaluation report).

Model Performance

There was also good power of explanation for the model. SMR and PES accounted
for 58% of the institutional reputation variance, and demonstrated out-of-sample
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predictive validity. Overall, SMR serves as a hygiene factor facilitating engagement
leading to digital trust and reputation but the direct effect of SMR on IR was not
significantly differently from zero.

Conclusion

The results suggest that responsiveness is not a reputation-enhancing action per se.
Instead, SMR facilitates a more structured PES that can lead to DT and it is that
which drives IR directly. Therefore, reputation earnings are based on the quality of
dialogic supportive expressions rather than the faster responses.

Implications

Universities need to move KPIs away from response time and towards engagement
quality (dialogue depth, problem resolution, student satisfaction), unite social media
teams with student services and deliver transparent, consistent communication to
create DT. This method can help with inquiry-to-enrollment conversion and lead to
significant revenue increases (potential $180,000—$300,000 annually for a mid-sized
institution). Recommendations and training that focus on dialogic engagement and
building trust may be appealing to policymakers.
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