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Abstract
The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) attempts constantly to motivate its audience through social
media to adopt humanitarian attitudes and behaviors. Owing to its multicultural audience, the results of this
communicative attempt varies from region to region. In this context, in order to optimize the humanitarian
communication outcome, it is of high importance to investigate the mediating role of culture. Drawing on Hall’s
context theory, this comparative survey-based study tries to analyze the influence of personal context culture on
humanitarian behavior intention in a low-context-culture country (Switzerland) and a high-context-culture country
(Colombia). The results indicated that once exposed to implicit social media posts of the ICRC, the Colombian
showed slightly higher behavior intention compared to the Swiss and participants’ personal context-culture score
fully accounted for this difference. This study is also an empirical examination of Hall’s context theory in a
humanitarian communication context.
Keywords: Humanitarian communication, Context theory, Persuasion, ICRC, Red Cross, Humanitarian behavior,
Colombia, Switzerland, Social media

Introduction
Since messages targeted at diverse audiences across the
globe would have dissimilar impacts and are perceived
differently, the international organizations are to adapt
their messages to various cultural contexts rather than
standardizing them (Hornikx and O'Keefe 2009: 41; La
Ferle et al. 2008: 191).
Considered as one of the biggest sellers of humanitarian notions (Slim 2003: 12), the International Committee
of the Red Cross (ICRC) deals also with various beneficiaries and needs to take into account the cultural elements in the daily communication with its multicultural
audience.
According to Hall’s context theory (Hall and Hall
1990; Hall 1976), different cultures have different ways
of communicating; some communicate explicitly (lowCorrespondence: omid.alizadehafrouzi@student.unisg.ch
Swiss-Latin American Center, University of St.Gallen, Müller-Friedberg-Strasse
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context culture) while others communicate implicitly
(high-context culture). Individuals’ cultural background
affects how well they are capable of comprehending
messages (Hall and Hall 1990: 7).
As the ICRC’s messages are not always explicitly
stated, the audience or “consumers of humanitarian
messages” (Slim 2003: 8) will also comprehend them to
different extents. That is, people from a low-context culture (LCC) are expected to have more difficulties in
comprehending complex messages in comparison to
those from a high-context culture (HCC) (Hornikx and
Le Pair 2017: 1).
One of the main objectives of the ICRC is promoting
humanitarian behaviors through persuasive communication and engaging the stakeholders (Daccord 2020). In
this procedure, the humanitarian values are transferred
through different types of channels and messages (Sala
Rigler 2020). Nevertheless, humanitarian agencies are
not always aware of the possible impacts of the way they
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communicate. In this sense, it is of high importance to
understand to what extent the nationalities of individuals
affect their humanitarian behavior intention.
Notwithstanding the great scholarly effort (Albouy 2017;
Barrazaa et al. 2015; Ye et al. 2015; Kemp et al. 2013; EinGara and Levontin 2013) regarding persuasive communication and stakeholder’s behavior intention in the context
of humanitarianism, little attention (Winterich and Zhang
2014; Laufer et al. 2010) has been dedicated to the role of
cultural difference in humanitarian persuasion.
Based on the above, this novel study attempts to
analyze the mediating role of culture in the relationship
between nationality and humanitarian behavior intention
by focusing specifically on an LCC (Switzerland) and an
HCC (Colombia). It is assumed that once exposed to implicit humanitarian messages of the ICRC, the Colombian show more behavior intention compared to the
Swiss, and individuals’ context-culture accounts for this
difference. Previous findings (Hornikx and Le Pair 2017)
have proved that this cultural difference leads to different comprehension levels of implicit messages.
The speedy development and spread of accessibility to
Social Networking Sites (SNSs) have made persuasive
communication even more complex, and the humanitarian messages are today more viral thanks to the new diffusion channels. In this sense, the present study seeks to
address the issue at hand in a social media context and
conduct the comparative analysis on the basis of two
platforms of Facebook and Instagram, both used considerably by the ICRC.
In particular, the present research seeks to analyze the
possible attitudinal effects of exposure to implicit humanitarian messages of the ICRC and examine whether
the social media posts of the ICRC have different impacts across different cultures. Studies of this nature can
increase the awareness of humanitarian agencies regarding the possible impacts of different ways they communicate with their beneficiaries. This research is also an
empirical examination of Hall’s context theory in humanitarian communication and thus enriches the limited
literature in the field.

Theoretical framework
The theoretical framework that guides the present study
is Edward Hall's model of low-context and high-context
cultures (Hall and Hall 1990; Hall 1976) which is one of
the dominant theoretical frameworks for interpreting intercultural communication.
According to Hall and Hall (1990): 6), “the cultures of
the world can be compared on a scale from high to low
context.” Context, which means the information that
surrounds an event, is a very important barrier in intercultural communication. “A high context communication or message is one in which most of the information
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is already in the person, while very little is in the coded,
explicit, transmitted part of the message. While, a low
context communication is just the opposite; the mass of
the information is vested in the explicit code” (Hall
1976: 111).
Hall (1976) proposed that cultures can be identified
based on the messages the members in a given culture
prefer to use. In general, high-context communication
employs indirect verbal expression and implication embedded in non-verbal communication and it is expected
of the listener to figure out the meaning of the message
taking into account the context. In contrast, low-context
communication emphasizes direct and explicit information exchange and the audience does not have to take
the complex context into account when decoding the
message.
According to Hall and Hall (1990): 9), “high-context
people are apt to become impatient and irritated when
low-context people insist on giving them information
they don't need. Conversely, low-context people are at a
loss when high-context people do not provide enough
information.” One of the great communication challenges in life, argues Hall and Hall (1990): 9), is to find
the appropriate level of contexting needed in each
situation.
Based on Hall’s classification (Hall and Hall 1990), toward the high end of the cultural context continuum are
most Asians (Japan, China, and Korea), the Arabs, the
Mediterranean peoples (Greece, Spain, and Italy), the
Africans, and the South Americans, who “have extensive
information networks among family, friends, colleagues,
and clients and who are involved in close personal relationships,” whereas at the low end of the continuum are
North Americans, Germans, Swiss, Scandinavians, and
other northern Europeans. For most normal transactions
in daily life people in high-context cultures do not expect “much in depth, background information.” In contrast, low-context people “compartmentalize their
personal relationships, their work, and many aspects of
day-to-day life; so, each time they interact with others
they need detailed background information” (Hall and
Hall 1990: 7).
Hall’s influential model suggests that “individuals combine preprogrammed culture specific context and information to create meaning” (Kittler et al. 2011: 65).
Within each culture, argues Hall and Hall (1990): 7),
there are “specific individual differences in the need for
contexting, the process of filling in background data.”
Since every person is influenced by the level of context,
it is helpful to know whether the culture of a particular
country falls on the high or low side of the scale. Furthermore, cultural communications are deeper and more
complex than spoken or written messages. The essence
of effective cross-cultural communication has more to
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do with releasing the right responses than with sending
the “right” messages (Hall and Hall 1990: 30).
Since different cultures have different ways of communicating, international organizations, such as the
ICRC, which are dealing with multicultural beneficiaries, should meet the growing need of adapting their
communicative strategies to target cultures in order
to improve the humanitarian communication
outcome.
For the processing of implicit messages, the approach
of context theory is highly relevant. As Hornikx and Le
Pair (2017): 4) describe, “in HCCs people are said to prefer symbolic, artful language that is implicit. In LCCs,
people are said to prefer explicit, task-related language.”
As a result, context theory predicts implicit messages to
be better understood in high- rather than in low-context
cultures.
Cultures cannot be classified as exclusively HCC or
LCC, but some cultures tend to be at the higher end
while others are at the lower end of the continuum (Hall
1976: 111). The terms HCC and LCC are not categorized with strict individual characteristics or boundaries,
argues Yarn (2002); instead, many cultures tend to have
a mixture or at least some concepts that are shared between them overlapping the two context cultures. In this
regard, Gudykunst and Nishida (1986): 542) also acknowledge that “both low- and high-context communication are used in every culture, but (…) one tends to
predominate.”
Cardon (2008): 422) states that the context culture
theory lacks empirical rigor since in this model contexting is most frequently discussed in terms of directness.
To overcome this limitation and apply properly Hall’s
model, this study evaluates individually the Personal
Context Culture (PCC) score of the Colombian and the
Swiss proposed by Richardson and Smith (2007).
Drawing on Schwartz’s perspective, Richardson and
Smith (2007) argue that one cannot observe cultural
values directly. “The commonalities in the intentional
and unintentional value socialization to which different
members of society are exposed reflect the cultural emphases that support and maintain the social, economic,
and political system of the society” (Schwartz 1994: 92).
Therefore, “the average of individual scores across members of a given culture should infer the prevailing value
emphasized in that culture” (Richardson and Smith
2007: 481). Additionally, one should take into account
that low-context and high-context values inside a culture
are not necessarily consistent with each individual’s use
of HCC/LCC communication. As a result, researchers
can analyze high-context and low-context communication at an individual level in order to explore highcontext and low-context values at a cultural level
(Richardson and Smith 2007).
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Measuring a cultural construct at the level of the studies’ participants is an important methodological tool to
enable attributing empirical, cultural differences to that
cultural construct (Hoeken and Korzilius 2003: 294).
Callow and Schiffman (2002): 274) indicate as well that
it would be “advantageous to measure context at an individual (as opposed to a cultural) level.” This measurement allows the author to first evaluate the applicability
of Hall’s model to this empirical research and then conduct the comparative analysis based on the same
measurement.
Hall’s context theory proved to be adequate in justifying the differences in comprehension of implicit messages (Hornikx and Le Pair 2017), yet this paper
analyzes its pertinence to humanitarian behavior
intention across countries with different cultural
backgrounds.

High-/low-context cultures and implicit messages
The current study is an attempt to understand the relationship between LCC and HCC consumers of ICRC’s
humanitarian messages and their level of humanitarian
behavior intention. To this end, their reaction to implicit
messages will be analyzed. In order to distinguish between explicit and implicit messages, the present research takes advantage of the theory of independent
continua proposed by Francisco Yus (1999).
Human beings have a wide range of linguistic choices
to communicate their thoughts, ranging from the most
explicit with less interpretive problems to the most implicit with more interpretive difficulties. In either case,
as Yus (1999): 487) puts forward, “a certain percentage
of success in human conversational interaction is the
hearer’s in supplying the missing elements in the
speaker’s utterance.” This fact complements Hall’s context theory.
Based on Yus’ theory, instead of one continuum between two poles (one explicit and one implicit), the
speaker’s choice is, rather, between two sub-continua,
one explicit and one implicit, and each of them with its
own explicit-implicit gradation, that is, e-continuum for
explicit communication and i-continuum for implicit
communication.
The model of Yus emphasizes that “there are degrees
of implicitness, ranging from the most implicit to the
more-explicit-but-still-implicit information, inside the icontinuum” (Yus 1999: 493). In other words, as long as a
message is not stated explicitly, it lays inside the icontinuum, with different levels of implicitness. This interpretation simplifies the distinction between explicit
and implicit messages and helps to determine whether a
humanitarian message of the ICRC is placed inside the
e-continuum or the i-continuum.
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Human cognition is geared to the addressees’ search
for relevance in the in-coming (non)verbal stimuli that
they process in the course of a conversational interaction. This search for relevance triggers the activation
of hypotheses on the explicit or implicit quality of the
stimulus which has to be processed, and constrains the
eventual choice of a candidate to match the sender’s
intended interpretation (Sperber and Wilson 1986).
The complexity of a message can be the result of different message components (Lowrey 2008), such as the
difficulty of the words that are used (e.g., jargon or
words from a foreign language), the syntax of the sentences, or the length of the message. Hornikx and Le
Pair (2017): 2) believe that “a message does not have one
given complexity; what is complex to one person is not
necessarily complex to another.”
A communicative attempt proves to be successful once
the recipients understand the message sent by a communicator. Thus, “communicators who wish to transmit information to a recipient are presumably motivated to
construct their messages in a way that the recipient will
understand and consider to be informative” (Wyer and
Shrum 2015: 186).
The interpretation outlined above implies that information can be communicated implicitly or explicitly and
that the more contextual assumptions which the hearer
has to extract from contextual sources, the more the
speaker has to count on the interlocutor for an optimal
interpretive outcome.
Since the ICRC is targeting simultaneously a wide
range of audience on social media by publishing contents with various humanitarian notions, there is a high
probability of different comprehension levels throughout
diverse cultural contexts. In this sense, along with the
dual model of Yus (1999), this study builds the complexity of ICRC’s humanitarian messages around the feature
of implicitness (vs. explicitness).

The ICRC and social media
In an increasingly fragmented world, there are day by
day more stakeholders for the ICRC to interact with and
to influence in the frame of its humanitarian diplomacy.
The advent of Social Networking Sites (SNSs) has provided the ICRC with new opportunities and challenges
for its humanitarian horizon.
Regarding the importance of the digital presence of
the ICRC, Maillot (2017): 11) asserts that “digital diplomacy has a huge impact on public advocacy, multilateral
engagement, and acceptance of the ICRC’s role and
mandate by its stakeholders.” The digital diplomacy has
proven to be “a useful support to humanitarian diplomacy as it brings the ICRC and its stakeholders closer to
the situation on the ground, while providing an immediate real-time sense of a situation by getting access to
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open sources of information provided by states and
people living and facing conflict or disaster” (Maillot
2017: 11).
Just similar to many nonprofit organizations (Lovejoy
and Saxton 2012), the humanitarian content that the
ICRC publishes in different social media platforms can
be generally divided into three categories: information,
community, and action.
According to Lovejoy and Saxton (2012): 341), the first
function of “information” involves spreading information
about the organization, its activities, or anything of potential interest to followers. The second function of
“community” taps into how organizations can foster relationships, create networks, and build communities.
And the third function of “action” has as a central purpose getting followers to “do something” for the
organization, whether it is to donate, buy a product, attend an event, join a movement, or launch a protest.
As Müller-Stewens et al. (2019): 67) state, the social
media analytics has shifted from “nice-to-have to an essential issue” for the ICRC since gathering publicly available data on stakeholders and analyzing them
contributes to important and useful results for the prosperity of the humanitarian movement.
For the ICRC, social media is not “a one waycommunication,” yet a potential space to engage its
stakeholders (Daccord 2020). That is, the digital presence of the ICRC on SNSs is more of interactive essence,
rather than being solely dedicated to humanitarian
informing. And in terms of cross-cultural communication, the ICRC takes advantage frequently of local communicators to communicate the humanitarian messages
more efficiently to the target audience and improve the
humanitarian persuasion outcome (Daccord 2020).
Based on the above and the increasing need to deal
with humanitarian persuasion through social media, in
this study, we try to analyze the feedbacks of audience
from different cultural contexts to ICRC’s social media
content. Specifically, we focus on the “information” and
“action” contents which are operative for the inquiries
we propose in our study.

Hypotheses
Previous findings regarding the cross-cultural aspect of
the communication testify that individuals from different
context cultures vary in their reaction to complex and
implicit messages. Basically, individuals from a higher
context culture perceive implicit messages as less complex than individuals from a lower context culture (Hornikx and Le Pair 2017). The majority of studies drew
their conclusions on the basis of groups of people: individuals from a country with a presumed lower context
culture versus individuals from a country with a presumed higher context culture.
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As Cardon (2008) claims, the methodological approach
of Hall is not unique. “The relationship between directness and contexting, based on traditional classifications
of high-context and low-context cultures, is particularly
tenuous” (Cardon 2008: 422). However, he acknowledges
that “the fact that contexting has not been empirically
validated should not necessarily be construed as a failure
of the theory” (Cardon 2008: 422).
The present research analyzes on the basis of selfreported measurements the PCC score to evaluate individuals’ level of context culture and verify the existing
cultural difference in terms of high and low context. Although there are limitations associated with the use of
self-reported measurements, it is currently the best
existing tool (Matsumoto and Yoo 2006).
The main objective is to examine whether national
differences in the humanitarian behavior intention
after viewing ICRC’s implicit posts can indeed be attributed to participants’ PCC scores. Previous studies
(Hornikx and Le Pair 2017) confirmed the difference
in the perception of complex messages between HCC
and LCC. If empirical support for the effect of
context-cultures scores on the humanitarian behavior
intention is to be found, it would considerably
strengthen the notion of context culture as a perspective to study cultural differences and similarities in
humanitarian communication.
Figure 1 visualizes the theoretical model of the role of
context culture in the relationship between nationality
and humanitarian behavior intention. First, it is assumed
that participants from a higher context culture indeed
score higher in terms of personal context culture compared to participants from a lower context culture.
H1: The Colombian score higher than the Swiss in terms
of personal context culture (PCC).
The second hypothesis refers to the humanitarian
behavior intention of the participants. Drawing on the
higher message comprehension of the individuals
from HCC, it is perceived that once exposed to implicit humanitarian messages of the ICRC, the participants from a higher context culture show more
behavior intention.
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H2: The Colombian show more behavior intention than
the Swiss once exposed to the implicit messages of the
ICRC.
The third hypothesis deals with the mediating role of
the context culture in the relationship between the nationality and the behavior intention. It is assumed that
the PCC score mediates this relationship.
H3: Participants’ personal context scores mediate the
effect of nationality on humanitarian behavior
intention.

Method
Participants

A quantitative approach was deemed adequate for the
purpose of this survey-based study. This research focuses on one European country (Switzerland) and one
Latin American country (Colombia) which have rarely
been compared in a humanitarian communication context. The main criteria for sample selection were cultural
dimension (high vs. low) and active presence of the
ICRC. The Red Cross conducts key operations and interacts with a wide range of beneficiaries both in
Switzerland and Colombia1 which differ considerably in
terms of contexting. Drawing on Hall’s context theory
(Hall 1976), Switzerland and Colombia are often
regarded as being LCC and HCC, respectively (Kittler
et al. 2011; Richardson and Smith 2007; Cardon 2008).
In this paper, we follow the similar classification:
Switzerland is expected to be a lower context culture
than Colombia. Regardless of this general classification,
we assess the individual context scores in sampled countries to verify empirically the cultural classification.
Overall, 170 respondents (Swiss, n = 73; Colombian, n
= 97) participated voluntarily in this comparative surveybased study. Taking into account the cultural diversity
in sampled countries, especially Switzerland whose regions (German-speaking, French-speaking, and Italianspeaking regions) are differently ranked in terms of cultural context (Hofstede et al. 2010), the survey was distributed merely between the Swiss in German-speaking
regions and the Colombian in Bogota and Medellin. The
majority of respondents fell within the age range 21–30

Fig. 1 Theoretical model of the role of context culture in humanitarian behavior intention (source: Elaboration of the author)
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years (47.6%) with the second highest group in the category less than 20 years (18.8%). Precisely, half of the
total participants were female (50%).

Material

In order to conduct a comprehensive analysis of the effect of context culture on humanitarian behavior
intention, two implicit posts were selected from the
Facebook and Instagram official pages of the ICRC. An
implicit post refers to a post with different levels of verbal and non-verbal implicitness.
The ICRC has an active presence on different social
media platforms: inter alia, Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, YouTube, and LinkedIn. In a humanitarian context,
“deciding on your ideal platforms depends on your
country and target audience” and you should meet your
audience where they are (Lüge 2017). Facebook is by far
the largest network and the mostly used SNS both in
Switzerland and Colombia (Statcounter 2020a, 2020b).
Social media scholars emphasize on the significance of
cross-platform studies in comparison to single-platform
studies (Rogers 2018). In other words, it is better to
analyze a phenomenon across different SNSs, rather
than one single platform. Therefore, Instagram was selected as the second platform to be used in this study
because of its growing popularity in the world (Alhabash
and Ma 2017) and the similarity between the objectives
that the ICRC pursue with the use of Facebook and
Instagram2 (Sala Rigler 2020). Other criteria such as post
format in terms of equal verbal and non-verbal content,
as well as better access to data, were also considered.
For the purpose of providing participants with contents that varied in implicitness, two social media posts
(Appendix 1) with distinct humanitarian ideas were selected. The Facebook post targeted donation behavior by
informing about nutritional level in South Sudan and illustrating two hand palms insinuating a request. And
the Instagram post dealt with the importance of aid
workers’ security by informing about this issue and
depicting the bullet marks on an ambulance.
Due to the difference in presented humanitarian
topics, and to avoid possible negative effects of this difference on participants’ responses, the author determined taking any kind of humanitarian action regarding
the specified issues (e.g., even sharing the post) as the
aimed humanitarian behavior. Having this explanation in
mind, the participants were asked to answer the questions about the humanitarian behavior intention after
viewing each post.
1

The list of countries where the ICRC conducts key operations is
available at: https://www.icrc.org/en/where-we-work
More information at: https://www.icrc.org/en/icrc-social-media

2
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It is important to note that neither of the posts promoted explicitly the expected humanitarian behavior
and both fell on the i-continuum proposed by Yus
(1999). Regardless of the distinction between their verbal
or non-verbal implicitness, this study focuses specifically
on the reaction of the Colombian and the Swiss to
ICRC’s implicit social media content. As previously
mentioned, humanitarian values are transferred through
different messages (Sala Rigler 2020), but humanitarian
agencies are not always aware of the possible impacts of
the way they communicate.
This research had one-factor design. Social media
posts with implicit humanitarian ideas were presented to
participants with Swiss or Colombian nationality (between-subject design) and each of the respondents
opined about the posts in the same order.
Measure

Measurement items for the survey were based upon and
adapted from literature. Items for personal preference of
high-/low-context culture were derived from Richardson
and Smith (2007). In total, seven items with 5-point
scale (mean reliability: α = .71) were selected. Three examples of items were “It is more important to state a
message efficiently than with great detail,” “Intentions
not explicitly stated can often be inferred from the context,” and “A speaker can assume that listeners will
know what they really mean” (all seven items are in
Appendix 2).
The behavior intention items were derived from Ajzen
(1991). Based on the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB),
respondents were to reply to four items with 5-point
scale (mean reliability: Facebook: α = .72; Instagram: α =
.78) regarding behavioral beliefs, normative beliefs, control beliefs, and intention. The TPB is a theory that links
one’s beliefs and behavior. The theory states that
intention toward attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control together shape an individual's
behavioral intentions and behaviors (Ajzen 1991).
In terms of humanitarian behavior, once exposed to
the humanitarian messages published by the ICRC, the
audience may accept the humanitarian belief after being
influenced by the message and acquire the intention.
The extent to which the audience is persuaded is debatable, but are people from different cultural contexts affected similarly? In this sense, the role of cultural
difference in the perception and acceptance of humanitarian messages gains more importance.
Two examples of the items regarding behavior
intention were “For me to take an action regarding the
poor in South Sudan on a regular basis is difficult/easy”
and “For me to take an action regarding aid workers on
a regular basis is valuable/worthless” (all four items for
Facebook and Instagram are in Appendix 3).
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The questionnaire ended with items on nationality,
gender, age, and education. The number of social media
accounts and social media daily use were also questioned, but did not lead to any significant results.
Procedure and statistical tests

The survey was conducted over a period of 2 months
(March 15–May 15, 2020). To evaluate the cultural difference between the Swiss and the Colombian according
to Hall’s context theory, this study compared the mean
score of participants’ PCC (H1).
Since the content of selected social media posts varied,
for each respondent, a mean score for behavior intention
was computed based on Facebook and Instagram post,
individually. This separation also enabled the author to
conduct a cross-platform analysis and compare the results. The mean scores for behavior intention were submitted to regression analyses for the direct effect of
nationality on behavior intention (H2).
For the indirect effects of nationality through PCC on
behavior intention, the author used bootstrapping as
mediation technique (H3). To do so, this study drew on
the bootstrapping approach proposed by Hayes (2009).

Results
As a preliminary analysis, the author first tested whether
Swiss participants scored lower on their PCC score than
Colombian participants. This proved to be the case (F =
11,646, p = .001, η2 = .065). The Swiss participants had
a lower context score3 (M = 2.89, SD = 0.54, n = 73)
than the Colombian participants (M = 3.19, SD = 0.58, n
= .97). This result supports H1 and verifies the empirical
efficiency of the classification proposed by Hall (1976).
The effect size is relatively small, compared to Hall’s
classification, but this does not oppose the aim of the
present study which focuses on the mediating role of
PCC.
First of all, regarding the relationship between nationality and behavior intention, a linear regression showed
that the nationality predicted the pertinent humanitarian
behavior intention (Facebook: F = 7, 643, p = .006, R2 =
.044; B = .267, SE = .097; Instagram: F = 20, 903, p =
.000, R2 = .111; B = .486, SE = .106): the Colombian
showed slightly higher behavior intention4 in both platforms (Facebook: M = 2.97, SD = 0.66; Instagram: M =
3.54, SD = 0.69) in comparison to the Swiss (Facebook:
M = 2.71, SD = 0.55; Instagram: M = 3.05, SD = 0.66).
This result supports H2.
Multiple regression analyses were conducted to assess
each component of the proposed mediation model. The
mediation analysis showed also that nationality, as
3
4

A lower score implies a lower context culture.
A lower score implies a lower behavior intention.
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mentioned above, was positively associated with behavior intention (Facebook: B = .26, t = 2.76, p = .006; Instagram: B = .48, t = 4.57, p = .000). It was also found that
nationality was positively related to PCC (Facebook and
Instagram: B = .30, t = 3.41, p = .000). Lastly, results indicated that the mediator, PCC, was positively associated
with behavior intention (Facebook: B = .22, t = 2.75, p =
.006; Instagram: B = .21, t = 2.38, p = .018). Since both
the a-path and b-path were significant for both posts,
mediation analyses were tested using the bootstrapping
method with bias-corrected confidence estimates
(Preacher and Hayes 2004). In the present study, the
95% confidence interval of the indirect effects was obtained with 50000 bootstrap resamples. Results of the
mediation analysis confirmed the mediating role of PCC
in the relationship between nationality and behavior
intention (Facebook: B = .06, CI [0.0079, 0.1562]; Instagram: B = .06, CI [0.0017, 0.1522]). This result supports
H3 for both platforms. However, it is important to note
that the direct effect of nationality on behavior intention
did not become non-significant (Facebook: B = .19, t =
2.02, p = .044; Instagram: B = .41, t = 3.87, p = .002)
when controlling for PCC thus suggesting partial mediation. Figure 2 displays the results for both posts.

Discussion and conclusion
Although the use of direct and explicit messages in humanitarian communication is commonplace for an easier
comprehension, the ICRC adheres sometimes to implicit
messages on the SNSs to motivate its audience across
the globe to take a specific humanitarian action or to
follow a specific humanitarian attitude.
This study was an attempt to analyze the humanitarian
behavior intention of the individuals after viewing
ICRC’s implicit messages and the effect of cultural difference on this process. In particular, drawing on Hall’s
high-/low-context theory (Hall 1976), our research examined the mediating role of the context culture in the
relationship between nationality and humanitarian behavior intention.
To this aim, an LCC country (Switzerland) and an
HCC country (Colombia) were selected as sampled nationalities. Furthermore, the analysis was conducted simultaneously along two social media platforms, Facebook
and Instagram, by selecting one implicit post from each
one. This distinction allowed the author to carry out also
cross-platform comparison.
Effectively, several main conclusions can be taken from
this study. It was revealed that the classification of
high-/low-context proposed by Hall can be an effective
measuring tool in cross-cultural research. The Swiss participants indeed scored lower than the Colombian ones
in terms of PCC, thus reconfirming the applicability of
Hall’s classification in empirical research.
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Fig. 2 Results of regression analyses in the theoretical model (source: Elaboration of the author)

Although the effect size was relatively small, this did
not oppose the objective of the study which addressed
the mediating role of PCC. The small difference between
the context culture of Swiss and Colombian participants
in the study, compared to Hall’s classification which
places these nations on the extreme sides of the context
continuum, can be as a consequence of the tendency of
many cultures to have a mixture or at least some concepts that are shared between high- and low-context
(Yarn 2002). Moreover, the world has become more
connected through mobility and SNSs.
Even though context theory is an influential approach
in addressing cultural differences and similarities in
communication, this perspective has received very limited empirical attention (Cardon 2008; Kittler et al.
2011). The present research indicates that individuals’
context scores, despite small differences, account for the
national differences in terms of humanitarian behavior
intention.
Moreover, the results showed that the nationality predicted the pertinent humanitarian behavior intention. In
fact, the Colombian showed slightly higher behavior
intention in both platforms in comparison to the Swiss.
In order to find out the effect of cultural difference on
their humanitarian behavior intention, a mediation
model was proposed and put into multiple regression
analyses. The indirect effect of nationality on behavior
intention through participants’ PCC proved to be significant. The results suggested the partial mediation of the
culture in both platforms. Regarding the cross-platform
analysis, no specific difference was observed in terms of
behavior intention and the analysis of each platform
showed similar results.
In conclusion, when it comes to implicit humanitarian
messages, the humanitarian agencies, such as the ICRC,
are to take into consideration the mediating role of culture and adapt their messages based on cultural factors
to optimize the outcome of the persuasive
communication.
It should be noted that the focus of this study was on
the mediating role of culture in humanitarian communication. The future research should consider the potential

roles of the participants’ background, inter alia, humanitarian knowledge background, previous attitude toward
the determined humanitarian behavior, and need for
cognition (high/low). It is also important to incorporate
senders’ characteristics, such as source credibility and
liking, in the research.
Regardless of the distinction between the verbal or
non-verbal implicitness, this study concentrated on the
reaction of the Colombian and the Swiss to ICRC’s general implicit social media content. Scholars may delve
more into the issue by distinguishing between the verbal
and non-verbal cues and the importance of each factor
in the process of humanitarian persuasion.
Future empirical studies may also consider other mediating and moderating variables in terms of message
content, style, and structure features. Furthermore, message features, such as altruistic (vs. egoistic) appeals, gain
(vs. loss) framing, and rhetorical troops, may be capable
of neutralizing the mediating role of culture in humanitarian communication.
The samples of this study were selected from specific
regions in Colombia (Bogota and Medellin) and
Switzerland (German-speaking region). Since societies
are becoming day by day more multicultural, it would be
also essential to know how humanitarian behaviors
change from one region with distinct cultural backgrounds to another, even within a country. Moreover,
humanitarian scholars can investigate whether the active
presence of the ICRC (or other humanitarian agencies)
in a country, such as Colombia which has experienced
years of internal armed conflict, can be a potential mediator/moderator of humanitarian behavior intention, in
comparison to countries where the ICRC does not conduct key operations.

Appendix 1
The sampled social media posts
Appendix 2
Items of the context score scale (taken from Richardson
and Smith 2007; a high score implies high-context
culture)
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1. It is more important to state a message efficiently
than with great detail.
2. Intentions not explicitly stated can often be inferred
from the context.
3. A speaker can assume that listeners will know what
they really mean.
4. People understand many things that are left unsaid.
5. Fewer words can often lead to better
understanding.
6. You can often convey more information with fewer
words.
7. Some ideas are better understood when left unsaid.

Appendix 3
Items of the behavior intention (taken from Ajzen 1991;
a high score implies high behavior intention)
Facebook:
1. For me to take an action regarding the poor in
South Sudan on a regular basis is difficult/easy.
2. I plan to take an action regarding the poor in South
Sudan on a regular basis.
3. For me to take an action regarding the poor in
South Sudan on a regular basis is valuable/
worthless.
4. It is expected of me that I take an action regarding
the poor in South Sudan on a regular basis.
Instagram:
1. For me to take an action regarding aid workers on a
regular basis is impossible/possible.
2. I will/will not make an effort to take an action
regarding aid workers on a regular basis.
3. For me to take an action regarding aid workers on a
regular basis is valuable/worthless.
4. It is expected of me that I take an action regarding
aid workers on a regular basis.
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