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Abstract
The aim of this study is to investigate how various elements of digital content impact the
behavioural engagement of the content’s users in the setting of Southeast Europe, which
has recently experienced turbulence in its political and social interrelationships. Using the
stimulus-organism-response (S-O-R) theory we develop a model that considers two types of
stimuli: digital content tone (consisting of positive and negative valence) and digital content
substance, as well as two types of behavioural responses: opens and clicks on the content.
Research is conducted in six countries over a period of three years, investigating objective
users’ behavioural indicators for a regional newsletter. The results show digital content tone
impacts users’ response in terms of opens and that this effect differs across the region.
Furthermore, we show that the digital content substance is significantly related to number
of clicks on the newsletter content and that this effect is curvilinear for the number of news
features and number of calls, while it is positive and linear for the stakeholder/keywords
mentions. Theoretical and managerial implications of the study are elaborated and discussed.

Keywords: digital content marketing, behavioural engagement, newsletter, post-conflict re‐
gion, stimulus-organism-response theory
JEL Codes: M31, M15

Introduction
The digital economy continues to soar, while the development and management
of digital communication channels have become indispensable tasks for all
companies seeking to maintain their position and market share in either national
or international business arena (Bughin 2014; KPMG 2018; Statista 2019). Even
though the online industry is often considered a “world without borders” (Atluri/
Dietz/Henke 2017), managers can still be faced with national frontiers if they
are managing brands across markets characterised by political and socio-econo‐
mic variations (Ding/Vuchkovski/Zabkar/Hirose/Rašković 2018). Research in
various post-conflict settings worldwide (Tardif/Wellman 2000; Pavlou 2004;
Arvaniti 2010; Alshamrani 2012; Qudah 2016; Juzefovičs/Vihalemm 2020) con‐
sistently demonstrates that socio-political disputes affect the consumption of
digital media aimed at the ethnic groups involved.
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However, while most studies strive to understand the geo-political and sociolog‐
ical role of digital media in territories that have experienced turbulence, the
stance of online content providers from the business perspective appears to be
lacking from the current body of literature. In this study, we aim to bridge that
gap and to offer a framework for digital media creators to more effectively
manage their online communications with consumers who hold partially hostile
positions towards one another. This study is conducted in Southeast Europe,
testing engagement with a form of online media (e-newsletter) across six coun‐
tries – Bosnia and Herzegovina (B&H hereinafter), Croatia, Montenegro, North
Macedonia (ex-FYROM), Serbia and Slovenia, all of which have experienced
mutual turbulence in the last three decades.
The stimulus-organism-response (S-O-R) theory (Mehrabian/Russell 1974) is
a widely used model in the literature for the investigation of consumers’
engagement with online content (Mollen/Wilson 2010; Kim/Lennon 2013; Ul
Islam/Rahman 2017). The focus of the present study is on advancing our
understanding of the role and relevance of digital content as stimuli, with
its multifaceted features, in users’ responses in the form of users’ behavioral
engagement, observed and measured by providers. The literature clearly distin‐
guishes between emotional, cognitive and behavioural engagement (e.g. Eigen‐
raam/Eelen/Van Lin/Verlegh 2018; Hollebeek/Srivastava/Chen 2019), with be‐
havioural engagement the focus of this study. The pertinence of the behavioural
element of the engagement is reflected in the fact that certain authors (e.g. Beck‐
ers/Van Doorn/Verhoef 2016; Dolan/Conduit/Fahy 2016) even assert that en‐
gagement is a unidimensional construct, i.e. highlighting solely its behavioural
nature. This position is also supported by some practitioners (e.g. Lehmann/Lal‐
mas/Yom-Tov/Dupret 2012; Schreiner/Fischer/Riedl 2019). Moreover, Ksiazek
et al. (2016:505) argue that “engagement is a composite of various metrics
of exposure and interactive behaviors… [ranging]… from less (popularity or
exposure) to more (interactivity) user engagement”. In this study, behavioural
engagement is defined through the measurable results of individual interaction
with digital media content (Schreiner et al., 2019).
This study makes the following contributions to the literature and practice. First,
it considers business organisations’ (providers’) standpoint in examining the
effectiveness of digital content and generating consumers’ behavioural engage‐
ment, while previous studies mainly observed digital content consumption from
the consumers’ stance (summarised in Schreiner et al. 2019). In this manner,
it enhances insights into digital value-creating processes for consumers and
providers beyond the existing frameworks. Supporting the debate on the appli‐
cability of S-O-R in various contexts and channels, we direct our attention to
the investigation of the e-newsletter of a news media provider belonging to the
e-news sector, as one of the most propulsive industries (Stoll 2017; Waterstone
2018; Statista 2019). By clearly identifying digital content as the stimuli, there
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are further options for providers to assess and compose such stimuli in order to
drive the desired engagement consequences.
Second, we bridge the gap and add to the stream of research on the influence of
socio-historical antagonistic circumstances on engagement with e-news media,
within a region characterised by pronounced ethnic tension. Previous investiga‐
tions on animosity mainly addressed the impacts of brands and products coming
from one country on the consumption of it in a country where consumers
express a certain level of animosity towards the former (Riefler/Diamantopoulos
2007; Zabkar/Arslanagic-Kalajdzic/Diamantopoulos/Florack 2017), while the
area of digital news appears to be insufficiently investigated in these terms
(Chia 2018; Juzefovičs/Vihalemm 2020). Lorente-Paramo et al. (2020) highlight
the severe paucity of studies on email marketing in the multi-country arena,
concluding that single-country investigations cast doubts on the universality of
results. We aim to fill that void by offering the results of research conducted in
six countries of Southeast Europe. Including responses to ethnic-related stimuli
in the digital media that address a specific region may help scholars in the
development of a framework that could be generalisable to other media and
cultural consumption contexts.
Third, our study also has certain managerial implications. In this research, we
empirically test the providers’ side of the S-O-R framework on the specific ex‐
ample of an e-newsletter. This digital channel has been neglected compared with
online social media (Rohm/Kaltcheva/Milne 2013; Perreault/Mosconi, 2018),
despite its noticeable significance for digital content marketing (Schulz et al.,
2019; Lorente-Paramo/Hernández-García/Chaparro-Pelaez 2020). E-mail is the
channel that delivers the highest return on investment, with an estimated aver‐
age revenue of £42 for each pound spent; while consumers use e-mails more
than any other channel to engage with brands (DMA 2019). Our observations
are relevant for companies that want to introduce or already perform communi‐
cations by e-newsletter with their consumers. Specifically, our insights offer
some inputs to managers on how to more effectively customise their online
communications, performed by e-mail, in the multi-ethnic environment, charac‐
terised by certain contention. Finally, since business actors habitually possess
only specific data on the digital content they have provided and the objective
metrics they have collected on users’ engagement, this approach would help
them to better understand, review and analyse available engagement metrics and
to enhance their digital content marketing strategies in order to maximise their
performances. This is specifically important in light of the fact that the number
of marketers who feel they have basic or no knowledge on e-mail tactics has
increased by 15 % in a year (DMA 2019). This notion may be the consequence
of limited access to suitable training, but it can also be due to disparate or
insufficient data on newsletter performance.
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The reminder of this paper is structured as follows. The relevant constructs and
conceptual framework of the S-O-R are presented in the research background
section. We then proceed with the presentation of the methodology, which out‐
lines the empirical study and is followed by a description of the results. The
paper culminates with a series of conclusions and implications of interest to both
theorists and practitioners, and points to potential future directions of research.

Research background
Stimulus-Organism-Response framework in the context of a newsletter

Anchoring our approach in the S-O-R framework, we propose that various
stimuli represented in the content of the newsletter provoke various reactions
by the newsletter’s users. The S-O-R theory posits that certain features of an
environment incite the cognitive and affective state of an individual, which in
turn drives behavioural responses (Mehrabian/ Russell 1974). The stimulus in
the virtual environment is the infrastructure of an online brand community and
the set of its characteristics that influence the customers’ internal state (Mollen/
Wilson 2010). In the newsletter domain, different aspects of content are often
regarded as the stimuli (Ul Islam/Rahman 2017), such as: language and word
register (Wang/Miao/Mattila 2015; Leung/Tsou 2019; Miller/Rothman/Lenne
2020), subscribers’ interest (Jackson/DeCormier 1999; Ellis-Chadwick/Doherty
2012), length of the email (Theerthaana/Sharad 2014) and content’s valence
(Mo/Li/Fan 2015; Kim/Forquer/Rusko/ Hornik/Cappella 2016; de los Santos/
Nabi 2019).
The “organism” part of the S-O-R framework is represented by affective and
cognitive intermediary states and processes that drive the relationship between
the stimulus and response (Kim/Lennon, 2013). Affective position reveals the
feelings and emotions expressed by customers following the stimuli, while
cognitive position refers to “everything that goes in the consumers’ minds
concerning the acquisition, processing, retention, and retrieval of information”
(Eroglu/Machleit/Davis 2001:181). This mechanism has been widely studied in
the web environment (Eroglu et al. 2001; Mollen/Wilson 2010; Peng/Kim 2014;
Mo et al. 2015; Ul Islam/Rahman 2017; Kamboj/Sarmah/Gupta/Dwivedi 2018),
and since stimuli processing occurs internally, it is observed in consumer-based
(vs. provider-based) research. Furthermore, as Jacoby (2002) observes, organis‐
mic sector consists of both conscious and subconscious factors, while in its
major part overlaps with Stimulus and Response realms, making these three
indistinguishable. Therefore, these domains should not be considered in linear,
but rather in imbricate manner.
The expected consumer’s response to the content is the distinct action that
is performed by the consumer and consequently measured by the provider.
Previous studies recognised that open rate and clicking on the displayed links

2.
2.1
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are some of the most crucial engagement measures for newsletters (Kumar/Salo
2018; Leung/Tsou 2019; Miller et al. 2020; Lorente-Paramo et al. 2020).

Regional ethnic issues and digital media usage
New realities in the macro environments – digital transformation and politi‐
cal issues, may have significant influence on management and branding in
the globalised world (Marinov/Marinova/Manrai/Manrai 2002; Steenkamp/de
Jong 2010; Zabkar et al. 2017; Gürhan-Canli/Sarial-Abi/Hayran 2018). Ethnic
polarization significantly influences consumption (Wallendorf/Reilly 1983; Wei/
Kolko 2005; Montalvo/Reynal-Querol 2005), which is also the case in the do‐
main of the digital media usage (Pavlou 2004; Arvaniti 2010; Qudah 2016;
Bursztyn/Cantoni 2016; Juzefovičs/Vihalemm 2020). This study is conducted in
Southeast Europe, a region characterised by disturbed bilateral relations among
its countries (Zorko 2015), defined as “coexistence” (Buzan 2012).
Impaired bilateral relations can be classified by their content according to four
criteria: (a) disturbed relationships associated with the status of territory; (b) sta‐
tus problems of national minorities; (c) issues of identity, culture and language;
and (d) problems resulting from war heritage (Kostić/Živković 2015). The nega‐
tive ethnic attitudes are also represented in the regional media portrayal of the
previous compatriots during whole conflict and post-conflict time (Kolstø 2009;
Baden/Tenenboim-Weinblatt 2018). A depiction of the relationships among re‐
gional countries in the 21st century is presented in Table 1.

Review of impaired bilateral relationships in Southeast Europe (2000–2017)

Borders and terri-
tory status

Status of national mi-
norities

(ongoing)

Issues of identity, cul-
ture and language

(ongoing)

Resulting from Yu-
goslav wars

(ongoing)

B&H and Montene-
gro: Dispute over
Sutorina (resolution
in 2015)

Status of Serbs in Mon-
tenegro

Violent outbursts when
Serbian communities
want to use Cyrillic al-
phabet in Croatia

Problem of miss-
ing persons (it is
not known if they
are alive or where
their graves are)

Croatia and Mon-
tenegro: dispute
over Prevlaka de-
marcation (2002–
ongoing)

Status of Montenegrins
in Kosovo

Constant cultural/iden-
tity disputes among
constitutional nations
in B&H

Status of refugees
and their proper-
ties in the coun-
tries they escaped
from

Croatia and Slove-
nia: dispute over Pi-
ran bay (resolution
in 2017)

Status of Serbs in Croatia Identity issues between
Serbs and Montene-
grins on their roots

Status of service-
men in the coun-
tries they fought
against

2.2

Table 1:
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Borders and terri-
tory status

Status of national mi-
norities

(ongoing)

Issues of identity, cul-
ture and language

(ongoing)

Resulting from Yu-
goslav wars

(ongoing)

Croatia and Serbia:
dispute over Saren-
gradska ada – riv-
er island in Danube
(2010–ongoing)

Status of Croats in Serbia Internationally un-
recognised orthodox
churches of North
Macedonia and Mon-
tenegro

Unresolved proper-
ty issues (on em-
bassies and oth-
er assets that
were owned by Yu-
goslavia)

Serbia and other
countries in region
except B&H: recog-
nition of unilateral
declaration of inde-
pendence of Kosovo
from Serbia (2008–
ongoing)

The Erased is a group of
25,000 people who lived
in Slovenia (mainly from
other former Yugoslav
republics) that remained
without legal status af-
ter the declaration of the
country’s independence
in 1991 (resolution tried
in 2010)

Despite the expert
opinion that four
tongues (i.e. Bosnian,
Croatian, Montenegrin
and Serbian) together
form a “polycentric”
language, similar to
English or Arabic, so-
cially motivated pro-
motion of linguistic di-
versity persists

National tensions
regarding the ver-
dicts in the Inter-
national Criminal
Tribunal for the
former Yugoslavia
(Hague Tribunal)

Source: Kostić, M./Živković, U. (2015), Narušeni bilateralni odnosi na Zapadnom Balkanu i
bezbednost Evropske Unije [Violated Bilateral Relations in the Western Balkans and the
Security of the European Union], Policy of national security, 6(1), 83–100 and Simurdic, Z. et
al. (2016), Dve decenije diplomatskih odnosa Srbije i Hrvatske – Stanje odnosa i otvorena
pitanja [Two decades of diplomatic relations between Serbia and Croatia – State of relations
and open questions], Popov, A. (ed.), Novi Sad: Center for regionalism

In addition, how deeply relevant language is for the society can be seen from
the historical background of this region (Bugarski 2001; Ivic 2001; Hodges
2016). Namely, in 2017 a group of eminent scholars, mainly linguists, from
four countries where Serbo-Croatian is a mother tongue (i.e., B&H, Croatia,
Montenegro, and Serbia) issued “Declaration on the common language”. This
Declaration argues that dialects exist, but that four tongues (i.e. Bosnian, Croat‐
ian, Montenegrin and Serbian) together form a “polycentric” language, similar
to English or Arabic (Bailyn 2010; The Economist 2017). However, it seems
that socially motivated promotion of linguistic diversity persists. In these terms,
Kersten-Pejanić (2019) cites: “What used to be called Serbo-Croatian has al‐
ways been a matter of regional variation rather than a monocentric linguistic
reality. Still, the falling apart of one language into four both continues and
mirrors the wider political claims and discussions on geopolitical hegemonies
and liberation struggles again and again”.
It is noticeable that language is a highly politicised issue in the region, which
is also reflected in the digital media consumption. For instance, among 50 most
visited websites (a) in Croatia (two B&H news websites, with domain ending
in .ba); (b) in B&H (four Croatian news portals, with domain ending in .hr); (c)

644 Jelena Filipović, Maja Arslanagic-Kalajdzic

https://doi.org/10.5771/0949-6181-2021-4-639
Generiert durch IP '207.241.231.108', am 14.01.2022, 10:02:27.

Das Erstellen und Weitergeben von Kopien dieses PDFs ist nicht zulässig.

https://doi.org/10.5771/0949-6181-2021-4-639


in Montenegro (five Serbian news portals, domain ending in .rs and one from
B&H); and (d) in North Macedonia, Serbia and Slovenia – there is not a single
news portal from neighbouring countries (Alexa 2020). Thus, it is evident that
regional digital media providers would benefit from deeper insights into the
stimuli which could influence a regional audience better uniform addressing.

Development of hypotheses
In this study we focus on the newsletter as a form of digital media. In order to
engage their audiences, news organisations have realised that they need to devel‐
op news formats which are not legacies from print, but which deliver a unique
experience to users (Greussing/ Boomgaarden 2019), such as e-mail newsletters
(Ferne 2017). Moreover, there is a significant lack of focus on the newsletter
(Schulz et al. 2019; Lorente-Paramo et al. 2020) in the scholarly literature of
consumer engagement. A newsletter is a tool by which firms communicate
with consumers, which offers, usually free of charge, information to interested
audiences and stimulates their interaction with the brand, by provision of content
that is pertinent to them (Schulz et al. 2019).

Framework of the study

Against this research background, we develop a study framework presented
in Figure 1, which links to the S-O-R theory. The starting point is an e-mail
newsletter sent out by the provider. Once the e-newsletter arrives in the con‐

2.3

Figure 1:
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sumer’s inbox, the consumer decides whether or not to open the newsletter – i.e.
whether to react to the stimuli. Opening the message acts as the trigger factor
in the process (José-Cabezudo/Camarero-Izquierdo 2012). Consumers who do
not open the newsletter (or even delete the e-mail) are immediately out of
consideration. Given that the majority of e-mail clients display the content even
if the message is not opened (but only its subject line is clicked), we assume that
this rapid exposure would impact whether or not consumers open it.
Previous studies (Ting 2012; José-Cabezudo/Camarero-Izquierdo 2012; Bi‐
loš/Turkalj/Kelić 2016; Deandra 2019; Miller et al. 2020) established that the
opening rate of business e-mails (and the newsletter is a form of e-mail business
communication) dominantly depends on the framing of the subject line and
the introductory part of the message, the frequency of sending and the time
of delivery. In our case, subject line (the name of the newsletter), frequency
(weekly) and time of delivery (Thursday morning) are constant, whereas the
only dynamic feature is the content framing.
Furthermore, S-O-R theory stipulates that certain features of an environment
drive individuals’ behavioural responses (Mehrabian/Russell, 1974). Lorente-
Paramo et al. (2020:2) propose “a change in how companies view the nationality
of e-mail recipients, from a mere cue to identify linguistic preference to a perfor‐
mance-driving factor. This will enable communication professionals operating in
multinational contexts to improve their media strategy by factoring the impact of
national culture on the design and execution of promotional e-mail campaigns”
and thus demonstrate that cultural dimensions, reflected through the underlying
differences in the three post-conflict regions, have an effect on open rates and
click-through rates – the response in line with S-O-R theory. Namely, seeing a
news with a certain valence in tone and with the exact origin (e.g. from Serbia or
from Slovenia) has the potential to elicit differing behavioral response across the
regions. In view of the previously explained linguistic and national complexity
(see Table 1) of the territory where the investigated consumers engage with the
newsletter, we hypothesise:

Hypothesis 1: The news tone in the newsletter will be related to the newsletter
opens and this relationship will vary across regions.

If a consumer chooses to open the newsletter, then an additional process of
engagement incurs since he/she is again exposed to the stimuli – namely the
digital content. To operationalise the stimulus construct we have used content
analysis in order to derive the content of the specific newsletter over a period
of time and to track specific types of content/stimuli that appear. It is widely ac‐
knowledged that content plays a significant role in activation of the behavioural
engagement response in the form of clicking on the links of the digital media
(Kim/Hassan/White/Zitouni 2014; Gavilanes/Flatten/Brettel 2018; Leung/Tsou
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2019). In addition, previous studies have recognised clicking displayed links
as one of the crucial engagement measures for newsletters (e.g. Kumar/Salo
2018; Miller et al. 2020; Lorente-Paramo et al. 2020). In our study design,
about a dozen links were presented in the newsletter; hence consumers could
choose whether they would like to click on any of them. To operationalise the
behavioural engagement response, we used the data on consumers’ clicks on the
link in the newsletter. Against the abovementioned grounds, we posit:

Hypothesis 2: The content stimuli in the newsletter will be positively related to
clicking on the newsletter links.

We continue by testing the proposed hypotheses in the conceptual framework. In
this test, the assessment of the users’ reactions to content in terms of behavioural
engagement will be validated through the application of S-O-R theory.

Methodology
This study used the data that covers 141 issues of the newsletter “Scientific
News of Southeast Europe”, published weekly throughout the course of three
years. The newsletter is aimed at the researchers’ community in Southeast Eu‐
rope, consisting mainly of scholars and PhD students working at universities
and research institutes across the previously listed countries. The total number
of newsletter recipients varied from approximately 17,000 to 18,500 in the
observed period, including continually about 33 % of recipients living in Serbia,
31 % in Croatia, 12 % in B&H, 10 % in Slovenia, 8 % in North Macedonia, 1 %
in Montenegro and 5 % living outside the region.
Each issue of the newsletter is structured in the same manner: (a) introductory
news relating either to Serbia or Croatia, or both; (b) secondary news features
content from an alternative country (Serbia or Croatia) relative to the first news;
(c) news from the other four countries from the region; (d) sometimes (less
than once a month) there is news covering some topic from international / out-
of-region academia; (e) invitations and open calls for conferences, congresses,
workshops and other academic events that will be organised in the Southeast
Europe region; and (f) open calls for scholarships, mobility, project funding,
etc., which target regional scholars.
In the newsletter, all content that pertains to countries (and primary audience)
where Cyrillic script is the official alphabet is provided in Serbian, whereas all
content which relates to countries where Latin script is the only official alphabet
is presented in Croatian. Given that in B&H both alphabets are considered and
used equally, news associated with this country is evenly produced in the Ser‐
bian and Croatian languages. This is why we observed the collected data across
three regions: Region 1 (where Cyrillic script is used – Serbia, Montenegro and

3.
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North Macedonia), Region 2 (where Latin script is used – Croatia and Slovenia)
and Region 3 (where both scripts are used interchangeably – B&H).
In this research, data were derived from two sources. When it comes to the
dependent variables, behavioural engagement (number of opens per region and
number of clicks) was measured using the objective figures on the engagement
of users at the level of the newsletter (n = 141), aggregated further at the level of
the three regions.
The second source of data, as a basis for the predictor variables, was derived
from a content analysis of the newsletter (see Appendix 1 for the example of
coding process). Two academics coded and classified the news in terms of the
news tone/valence – positive or negative (introductory news, news from Region
1, Region 2 and Region 3) and number of published calls (number of invitations
and open calls for conferences, congresses, scholarships, mobility, etc.). The
identification and classification of news tone was performed by the conduct
of thematic coding, which involves recording or identifying passages of text
that are linked by a common theme/idea allowing researcher to index the text
into categories and therefore establish a “framework of thematic ideas about it”
(Gibbs, 2007). This method has been widely employed in previous research,
including studies on relevance of content tone (Finn et al., 2017; Hartman/Hunt,
2013; Glenn/Champion/Spence, 2012). Furthermore, relevant keywords were
revealed using content analysis and frequency of mentioning certain words.
Two of the most relevant keywords that were repetitive across issues were “cor‐
ruption” (with negative valence) and “stakeholders” (consisting of the words
university and ministry of education, regarded as mostly neutral and positive
valence), which were separately counted. Codes gathered from academics were
then compared and reclassified to get a clear overview of the target independent
variables.

Results
When approaching the empirical test of the conceptual model, it is important to
mention that all variables used for operationalisation of constructs are observed
variables, gained through two objective data sources. The positive side of this
approach is the avoidance of the common method variance (CMV) problem. The
correlation matrix between all constructs used in our analyses is presented in
Appendix 2. Significant correlations range from −0.27 to −0.17 and from 0.17 to
0.69. It is worth mentioning that two constructs (open rate and average number
of clicks) are highly correlated (ρ = 0.96); however, these variables are not used
in the same model and one (open rate) is used as a control in the first analysis
and the other (average number of clicks) is used as the dependent variable in the
other analysis. Naturally, such high correlation between the two constructs is to

4.
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be expected since those who open are the only ones able to consequently click
on a newsletter link.
We conducted the hypothesis test and the analysis in two steps, using an OLS
regression analysis with IBM SPSS 22. First, we tested Hypothesis 1 to assess
whether the valence of the content will drive newsletter users to open the
newsletter across the region. We estimated the same multiple regression model
across three regions and results are presented in Table 2.
Our results, as expected, show variations in effects across three regions. First,
surprisingly, the introductory news tone is not significant across models, which
suggests that newsletter users are not triggered by the introduction to open the
newsletter.

The relationship between news tone and newsletter opening across the regions

Determinants H

DV: Newsletter opens # per region

Region 1 Region 2 Region 3
Beta p-value Beta p-value Beta p-value

Introductory news tone

H1

0.03 0.33 −0.04 0.30 −0.11 0.13
Region 1 news tone −0.12 0.04 −0.08 0.16 −0.03 0.34
Region 2 news tone 0.02 0.38 0.16 0.02 −0.02 0.42
Region 3 news tone 0.01 0.44 0.01 0.45 −0.08 0.14

Control        

Open rate  0.65 0.00 0.42 0.00 −0.14 0.06

R2  0.46 0.21 0.05

Note: One-tailed t-test

However, when it comes to news coming from the region, regional users react
differently. In the case of Region 1, they are sensitive to the valence of the news
coming from their own region such that positive news actually leads to a decline
in the number of opens of the newsletter (β = −0.12; p = 0.04). This actually
suggests that users from Region 1 like to see more negative news and a negative
tone is triggering the opens. On the contrary, users from Region 2 are more
engaged if they read positive news from their own region (β = 0.16; p = 0.02).
Finally, users from Region 3 seem to be completely insensitive to the news
tone at all levels. This gives mixed support to our hypothesis and we can only
partially accept Hypothesis 1. Further research is obviously necessary in order to
assess the effect of valence – news tone – on the users’ behavioural engagement.
In all cases we controlled for the open rate at the level of each newsletter and the
whole sample, which is shown to positively and significantly impact the regional
opens of the newsletter.

Table 2:
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The explanatory power of the three models also differs – in Region 1, the model
explains 46 % of the variance in the newsletter opens. In Region 2 the model
explains 21 % of the variance in the newsletter opens, while in Region 3 it
explains only 5 % of the variance.
When it comes to the second part of our model, which examines the effects
of the digital content as stimuli on the consequent clicks of those who actually
opened the newsletter, we tested it again by using the OLS regression in SPSS,
without accounting for regional differences (see Table 3).

The relationship between the news content and number of newsletter clicks

Determinants H
DV = Average clicks #
Beta p-value

Featured news #

H2

−0.25 0.000
(Featured news #)2 −0.24 0.000
Calls for funding/scholarships/events # 0.11 0.070
(Calls for funding/scholarships/events #)2 −0.23 0.000
Corruption mentions # 0.19 0.005
Ministry mentions # 0.32 0.000
University mentions # 0.15 0.002
R2 0.31

Note: One-tailed t-test

Based on the results shown in Table 3, we can see that all the elements of the
newsletter content (stimuli) are significantly related to the number of newsletter
clicks. However, not all effects are positive and – as we find – not all effects are
linear. Namely, since we initially established that the number of news features
(β = −0.25; p = 0.000) is negatively related to the number of clicks, we further
explored the possibility of the existence of the curvilinear effect. Such effect is
significant as well (β = −0.24; p = 0.000), suggesting that there is an inverted
U-shaped effect between the number of news features and number of clicks on
the newsletter. This curvilinear relationship is presented graphically in Figure 2.

Table 3:
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The curvilinear relationship between number of news features and number
of clicks

As can be seen from Figure 2, this effect cannot be described as a classical
inverted U-shaped effect, but rather as a non-linear declining curve. We can see
that the decline is slow with a low number of news features, while as the number
of news features increases the decline becomes steeper.
We further assessed the relationship between the number of various calls as
elements of the newsletter content (events, scholarships, funding etc.) and the
number of clicks. This relationship is positive and marginally significant in
linear terms (β = 0.11; p = 0.070). However, due to the fact that this is the same
type of content stimuli as the number of news features, we further examined
the potential curvilinear effect. In this case as well, we found evidence of an
inverted U-shaped relationship between the number of various calls and amount
of further behavioural engagement in terms of clicks. This relationship is shown
in Figure 3. This curvilinear relationship differs in nature from the previously
observed one since here we can see a slow increase in the number of clicks
as the number of calls grows from low to medium and we can also see the
existence of the maximum point after which the number of clicks drops down
and declines.

Figure 2:
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The curvilinear relationship between number of calls and number of clicks

With regard to further elements of content stimuli, we assessed the effect of the
most frequently used topics in the specific newsletter, e.g. corruption (negative
in valence) and stakeholders, such as ministries and universities (positive in
valence). Our results show that all of the above are positively and significantly
related to the average number of clicks and the effects are as follows: number
of corruption mentions β = 0.19; p = 0.005; number of ministry mentions β =
0.32; p = 0.000; and number of university mentions β = 0.15; p = 0.002. Among
these variables and the dependent variable, there are no significant curvilinear
relationships, meaning that this linear representation adequately shows the users’
responses to the content stimuli. Based on the abovementioned, we can conclude
that Hypothesis 2 is confirmed, although clearly there is a need for further
detailed examination of the various types of content stimuli in the newsletter.
Finally, this model explained 31 % of the variance in the number of clicks. This
result can be assessed as high since the independent variables and dependent
variable come from different data sources.

Discussion and implications
Theoretical implications

In this study, we test a novel approach to research on the drivers that in‐
cite consumers’ engagement with digital content, taking the business actors’
point of view. While the great majority of previous studies investigated the
consumers’ stance (Schreiner et al. 2019), the standpoint of digital content
providers is identified as understudied by the recent relevant marketing research
(Connell/Marciniak/Carey/McColl 2019). Given that the digital media market

Figure 3:
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has steadily grown over time and it is expected that this trend will continue,
and given that the worth of this market in 2019 was estimated at USD 150,012
million (Statista 2019), it is important to establish the factors that affect the
drivers of consumers’ behavioural engagement. Employing S-O-R theory, we
examined whether different attributes of newsletter content affect users’ engage‐
ment (opens and clicks) with the subject content.
The investigated attributes of the newsletter – number of featured news, number
of featured calls and number of specific words cited – all proved to be signifi‐
cant for users’ engagement with the newsletter content (clicking on the links
in order to get more details about the subject material). Moreover, the results
reveal that the tone of the newsletter significantly influences the opening of the
newsletter, subject to the region where the users reside. The explanatory power
of the model varies from 46 % for Region 1, to 21 % for Region 2 and 5 %
for Region 3. Thus, considering that we showed a robust relationship between
stimuli and response in our model, we can conclude that the S-O-R framework
is appropriate for the investigation of users’ engagement with digital content in
the e-newsletter context, while previous studies solely applied it to other digital
media channels (Mollen/Wilson 2010; Kim/Lennon 2013; Ul Islam/Rahman
2017).
Furthermore, while users from Region 1 are more likely to open the newsletter
if the news pertaining to their region has a negative tone, users from Region 2
are more willing to continue their engagement with the newsletter if the news
associated with their territory is positively attuned. Therefore, the rather large
difference in the model’s informative potency between Region 3 and the other
two regions, as well as the insignificance of the news valence for Region 3,
are understandable given the fact that Region 3 (specifically: B&H) partially
comprises national representatives of the other two regions (namely: Croats and
Serbs), who demonstrate adverse preferences towards news framing; while the
reasons for the varied inclinations towards news tone in Region 1 and Region
2 are yet to be studied. The findings of our study indicate that the same stimuli
may produce various responses based on the users’ different ethnicities. With
this outcome, we echo the call of Lorente-Paramo et al. (2020) for future studies
to conduct multi-country research, to ensure better generalisability of results.
It is interesting to note that none of the users from the investigated regions are
sensitive to the valence of news addressing their ex-compatriots. This might
imply that the post-conflict setting in our case is less significant for newsletter
engagement than some other aspects of this medium. However, since previous
studies on this issue in other societies that have experienced political and social
disputes in the recent past (e.g. certain former Soviet countries; Cyprus and
Greece/Turkey; China, Taiwan and Hong Kong; some of the Middle Eastern
countries), but have researched other digital media than us, have demonstrated
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ambiguous results on this matter (Tardif/Wellman 2000; Pavlou 2004; Arvaniti
2010; Qudah 2016; Bursztyn/Cantoni 2016; Juzefovičs/Vihalemm 2020), we
strongly encourage further investigation of newsletter engagement in the terri‐
tory of Southeast Europe, accounting for national diversities.

Managerial implications
There is a scarcity of studies on newsletter and e-mail marketing in general
(Rohm et al. 2013; Perreault/Mosconi 2018; Lorente-Paramo et al. 2020) despite
the fact that it delivers the highest return on investment of all digital channels
(DMA 2019). To the best of the authors’ knowledge, our study is the first to
examine engagement with various newsletter stimuli in the territory of Southeast
Europe and provides companies that want to introduce, or already perform,
communications by e-newsletter with their consumers in this territory with
actionable insights.
Results demonstrated that both number of news features and number of featured
calls in the newsletter, in conjunction with average number of clicks, exert an
inverted U-shaped effect. These findings suggest that users’ engagement with
the newsletter rises up to a point, after which the provision of additional content
of that type conveys a negative response (the ending of the engagement). A
predominantly inverse relationship between number of featured news and user’s
behavioural engagement is expected, given that longer reading materials require
a longer period of a reader’s concentration, while users’ attention spans are con‐
stantly shortening (McSpadden, 2015). Moreover, users’ interest in a newsletter,
and a newsletter’s readership, decreases over time, as demonstrated for four
different informative newsletters by Hendrickx, Donders and Picone (2020). On
the other hand, the rather small-scale and slow declining part of curvilinear
relationship between number of calls and number of clicks may be an example
of the “too-much-of-a-good-thing” effect, which shows that, even though the
number of calls are obviously useful and positively affect the users’ clicking and
experience, too much of them might backfire and have a reverse effect.
This study also addressed three particular stimuli of the opposite valence –
mentions of “corruption” (having negative connotation) and “ministry” and
“university” (having neutral to positive connotation). All three items produced
a positive impact on users’ clicking behaviour. Therefore, it can be assumed
that for the users’ engagement with digital content the most important factor is
coverage of pertinent topics for them, while it is of little relevance whether these
subjects are portrayed in a positive or negative manner.
One of the contributions of this research is that it was conducted in real market
conditions, over the course of three years. Hence, we gained awareness into nat‐
ural online behaviour and real users’ engagement with an e-newsletter. There‐
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fore, marketing practitioners from Southeast Europe might use these findings as
the baseline for their specific market research verifications.

Limitations and future study recommendations
Notwithstanding the contributions of this research, there are certain limitations
that should be acknowledged. First, even though our research provides external
validity to engagement and driving mechanisms, it lacks internal insights into
some non-observable occurrences. This is primarily due to not knowing what
happens in the “organism” of the consumer (as reflected in S-O-R theory). In
addition, our data are based on only one region, while further research could
use data from other, culturally diverse regions (e.g. Asia or Africa), which have
recently experienced social and political turbulence in their mutual relations. In
this sense, other theoretical perspectives, for instance culture theories in global
markets, might be interesting avenues to explore in order to better comprehend
aspects that impact a newsletter’s engagement. Furthermore, since we find that
sub-regional effects are significant in our model, the intra-cultural differences
of digital content users in each of the three sub-regions should be explored in
future studies. Finally, users’ engagement with the content can be measured
through certain variables which relate to the newsletter’s close web environment
(e.g. conversion rates or visits to the websites that users are directed to when
they click on the link).
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Appendix 1: Coding process example

Illustration of the newsletter parts

  
  
  
  
  
  ← Introductory news
  
  
  
  
  
 Content of the

newsletter where
the assessment is
made about:

n region where
the news is
coming from;

n tone of each
News;

n keyword count;

 
 
 
 }

Figure A1:
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Calls for various ac-
tivities that were
counted in the as-
sessment.

  
 }  
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Examples of Codes

Coding Category

Description
Positive tone illustration

quote/excerpt

(News tone code = 1)

Negative tone illustration quote/ex-
cerpt

(News tone code = 0)

Introductory news
"More than two billion from

the EU for renovation of facul-
ties in Croatia"

"Ten professors left from the Faculty of
Medicine at the University of Belgrade"

News from Region 1
"Number of professors at the
universities in Macedonia is

growing"

"Unofficial claims state that there are
various pressures associated with the

election of the new rector at the Univer-
sity of Belgrade"

News from Region 2

"Academic Ranking of World
Universities puts University of

Zagreb amongst the most pres-
tigious in the world"

"More than half of employees of the
Faculty of Engineering University of Za-

greb are paid from own funds"

News from Region 3

"Faculty of transport and com-
munication in new arrange-
ment with Amazon Web Ser-

vices"

"What is bothering scientists from
Bosnia and Herzegovina in the new law

proposal by the Ministry"

Number of published
calls Counts the number of calls posted in the newsletter (Range = 1–8)

Keyword "corruption" Counts the number of mentions of the word "corruption" in the newslet-
ter (Range = 0–4)

Keyword "university" Counts the number of mentions of the word "university" in the newslet-
ter (Range = 0–48)

Keyword "ministry" Counts the number of mentions of the word "ministry" in the newsletter
(Range = 0–27)

Note: The assessment and counting were done at the level of the newsletter and for each newslet-
ter the content was separately coded.

Table A1:
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