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Dear “e-mentor” readers,

I am pleased to share the newest collection of papers. The current volume is 
mainly focused on the issues regarding the development of students’ skills and 
attitudes, which reflects the struggle of many universities to provide graduates 
with a comprehensive set of competencies to support them not only as specialists 
but also as global and conscious citizens. In this issue, you can learn about the 
level and determinants of cultural intelligence of students of public economics 
universities, the possibilities of improving intercultural pragmatic competencies 
during online Spanish classes, and business students’ declared knowledge of and 
readiness to follow the principles of corporate social responsibility. Noteworthy 
is the international context of the presented studies, illustrated by the examples 
from Poland, Spain, and the US.

 Interesting are also two articles discussing the possibilities of boosting creativity, both in education and busi-
ness. The first concerns practical applications of visual bricolage as a tool for enhancing formative discussions 
with students, and the second touches upon the problem of co-creation with consumers in the fuzzy front-end 
of new product development. Moreover, you can read about the concept of virtual university, infographics in 
social media, and objectivity in evaluating professional career development.

In this issue, you can also find useful recommendations of the forthcoming events and the most recent 
publications, such as the review of the book “Disruptive platforms. Markets, ecosystems and monopolists” by 
T. Doligalski, M. Goliński, and K. Kozłowski. I do hope that “e-mentor” will bring you a nice time during this 
summer holidays.

Further, I invite you to co-create “e-mentor” with us and submit your articles for publication. “E-mentor” is 
an open-access journal available for free both online and in printed form. All scientific papers are peer-reviewed. 
Every article gets its individual DOI registered in Crossref, and the journal is indexed in several global databases, 
including Web of Science ESCI and EBSCO. There is no publishing fee for the authors. More detailed instructions 
are available online at http://www.e-mentor.edu.pl/eng/page/8/Info_for_Authors. If you have any questions about 
the publications in “e-mentor”, please contact the editorial team at redakcja@e-mentor.edu.pl.

Małgorzata Marchewka
Editor

From the editor

Special offer

for PH.D. candidates

After the success of last year’s initiative addressed to Ph.D. students, we continue the next editions. The pa-
pers submitted by the Ph.D. candidates will get additional support while undergoing the reviewing and editing 
procedure. Both Polish and international students may participate. 

To be eligible for this offer, an author should:
1.  Stick to the hints for the authors published on the journal website at FOR AUTHORS;
2.  Submit the paper using the submission form available at the same address;
3.  Provide a valid university affiliation (e.g., the name of the doctoral school) and the name of the scientific 

promoter (in the Additional comments field) while filling in the form.

The scientific papers to be included in the English volume should cover the issues which may be of interest to 
both the national and international scholarly audience.

There is no charge for publishing with “e-mentor.” Moreover, we cover the costs of proofreading of the papers 
accepted for publication in the English volume.
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Disruptive platforms. 
Markets, ecosystems 
and monopolists 
– monograph review

The reviewed monograph entitled Dis-
ruptive platforms. Markets, ecosystems and 
monopolists (edited by Tymoteusz Doligalski, 
Michał Goliński, and Krzysztof Kozłowski, 
Routledge 2021) deals with an extremely 
important and topical subject relating to 
disruptive platforms. In the era of the fourth 
industrial revolution, with the increasing im-
portance of mobile technologies, the Internet 
of Things, huge data streams (Big Data) and 
the encroaching advancing automation and 
robotization, the topic of disruptive platforms 
deserves special attention. 

The deliberations concerning disruptive 
platforms take into account a wide spectrum 
of research specialisations shared by the au-
thors, researchers from the Warsaw School 
of Economics and co-authors of individual 
chapters in the monograph. They cover a vast 

spectrum of research: from the areas of e-business and new business models, business 
informatics, logistics and supply chains, and international business to application of 
quantitative statistical methods in economic sciences. In addition, the authors include 
data scientists, researchers dealing with internet marketing, and social aspects of 
management science such as time hybridisation, as well as researchers in political 
science and international economic and political relations. The implementation of so 
many perspectives on the topic of contemporary technological transformation, which 
emanates from disruptive platforms, indicates on one hand the complexity of the socio-
economic phenomenon we are currently dealing with, and on the other hand it does 
not allow us to confine our reflections in this field to a single discipline or research 
specialisation. 

Interest in the subject of disruptive technologies, which completely change the 
functioning of the modern economy and everyday life of the global community, has 
particularly soared in recent years, with the spread of mobile technologies in which 
a great deal of attention is paid to user comfort and functionality, defined as User Expe-
rience (UX). Thus, the book Disruptive platforms. Markets, ecosystems and monopolists fits 
perfectly into the trend of in-depth scientific and empirically-grounded reflection on the 
direction of contemporary civilisational changes. The book should serve as a practical 
guide for understanding contemporary processes of digital transformation – helping 
to consolidate the knowledge of managers, business practitioners, and students of 
economics, and more broadly – the field of social sciences, but also the field of science 
and life sciences (computer science) and the field of engineering sciences (technical IT 
and telecommunications). Moreover, reading this very up-to-date book should also be 
useful to a wide range of readers interested in contemporary technological changes, 
which makes it even more informative and useful.

Marcin Kowalczyk, University of Warmia and Mazury in Olsztyn, Poland,  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2900-1464
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The monograph consists of ten chapters, in which 
individual authors present the problems related to 
disruptive platforms, taking into account their own 
research specialisation and in-depth scientific inter-
ests. The monograph also contains an introduction, 
which presents the main thoughts, considerations and 
brief information on the content of individual chap-
ters. The discussion on disruptive platforms opens 
with a chapter written by Prof. Tymoteusz Doligalski 
entitled Platform canvas: Does the platform business 
model imply disruption and monopolisation? It includes 
very interesting reflections on contemporary business 
models (business model canvas) in relation to disrup-
tive platforms. Particularly interesting, apart from the 
characterisation of the specific components of the 
model, including Groups of customers, Value for plat-
form customers, Objects and other resources, Match-
making mechanism, Reputation system, Institutions 
and interventions, Value capture, Platforms diversity 
and a comparison of Platforms versus other business 
models for online companies, are reflections on the 
disruptive character of platforms, contrasted with 
monopolistic and oligopolistic tendencies – present 
in their business strategies. The reflections on the 
potential marginalisation of other market players 
by platforms belonging to the GAFA group (Google, 
Amazon, Facebook, Apple) are continued by Professor 
Michał Goliński in the second chapter, entitled GAFA: 
Internal innovators and disruptive monopolists. However, 
the author consciously limits his analysis to the four 
mentioned entities, noting that Chinese counterparts 
of GAFA, i.e. BATH (Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent, Huawei) 
may also require a similar study. Platforms co-creating 
the GAFA group, also referred to in the text as Giant 
Platform Operators (GPO), are presented in the histori-
cal context of the technological revolution initiated by 
the popularisation of the commercial Internet follow-
ing 1995. Professor Golinski points to the process of 
reorientation of the original activities of the Bigtech 
companies over the years. Google, originally offering 
a browser service, is now increasingly successful in 
the field of Artificial Intelligence (AI) and quantum 
computing. Apple, which may have originally been 
associated with the Macintosh computer brand, is still 
committed to innovation and delivering efficient de-
vices to its users, which are now primarily mobile, easy 
to use and increasingly smart. Facebook, which should 
be associated with the first global social network, is 
now increasingly adopting immersive technologies. 
Amazon, which was originally an online bookstore, 
is now focusing on optimising its operations by au-
tomating its warehouses and even testing a delivery 
service using autonomous drones. The GAFA group’s 
financial revenue of almost USD 930 billion for 2021 is 
impressive, as is its R&D spending. With a combined 
total of more than USD 107.5 billion, these companies 
are at the very top of any ranking, when compared 
to nation states. The USA, China, Japan and Germany 
are the only countries which have higher R&D figures 
than GAFA put together. The author of this part of the 

study formulates a very interesting question about 
the gradual monopolisation of individual industries 
which are the domain of GAFA, as well as its domi-
nance in terms of attracting money from advertisers. 
The virtually free aggregation of user data – providing 
highly personalised information about platform users 
through their activities within the services offered by 
GAFA – is becoming an important business incentive. 
Equally important are insights into the potential dis-
ruptive power of GAFA, as well as mechanisms related 
to deterring potential used to fend off competitors 
through the use of advanced predictive tools and, in 
effect, maintaining a comfortable status quo for GAFA 
and blocking potential innovations forced by market 
and technological competition. However, Michał 
Golinski also sees the disruptive potential of decen-
tralised Blockchain technology, which may completely 
disrupt the digital market in the coming years.

The following chapters address the very topical 
issue of contemporary concepts related to supply 
chain management and the internationalisation of 
business through disruptive platforms. In the third 
chapter, entitled Platforms in supply chain management. 
Disruption or evolution? Professor Katarzyna Nowicka 
describes the most important changes concerning 
the perception of Supply Chain Management (SCM). 
The author pointed out a significant shift occurring 
as a result of platformisation, including the areas of 
sourcing, manufacturing and delivery. In the case of 
disruptive platforms, an increasingly important area 
relating to the use of IT technology in supply chain 
management, referred to as a Digital Supply Chain, 
was also identified, which is connection of individual 
parts of the system and responding in real time to 
changes relating to the parameters of demand and 
supply. Professor Nowicka also points to the growing 
importance of the concept of Extended Digital Supply 
Chains (EDSC), including the use of renewable energy 
sources in transport and multimodal sustainable trans-
port platforms, as an answer to the challenges related 
to the increasingly important need to care for the 
environment. In the next, fourth chapter of the mono-
graph, entitled Digital platforms’ internationalisation and 
its disruptive impact on international business, Professor 
Marzanna Katarzyna Witek-Hajduk focused on the 
issue of internationalisation of disruptive platforms’ 
activities, in particular the specificity of activities go-
ing beyond the domestic market. The article analyses 
the profiles of selected platforms (Amazon, Alibaba, 
AliExpress, Allegro, Booking.com, TripAdvisor, Not 
Just a Label, Uber) and their disruptive impact on in-
ternational business, taking into account factors such 
as new ways of internationalising operations, new 
ways of acquiring knowledge and building relations, 
new ways of creating and delivering value to foreign 
customers, and significant changes in the competitive 
environment taking place in many industries.

In the fifth chapter, entitled Market monopolisation 
through e-commerce? Analysis of Price behaviours at the 
Allegro.pl marketplace platform, Dr. Adam Korczyński 

Disruptive platforms. Markets, ecosystems and monopolists 
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characterises the tendency concerning the mecha-
nism of price-setting within the digital marketplace. 
The author presented research on the functioning of 
the mechanism of price level adjustment, both in the 
case of an increase and decrease tendency of selected 
product categories on the most popular Polish auction 
portal, Allegro. Conclusions from the research may 
prove to be very important in a possible comparative 
analysis taking into account global sales platforms 
such as Amazon or Ebay. The issue of analytical plat-
forms is presented in the sixth chapter, entitled Analyt-
ics platforms in information technologies. A methodological 
approach, by Professor Ryszard Szupiluk. The author 
pointed out the interdependencies between program-
ming platforms and analytics platforms. Moreover, this 
part of the monograph characterises the latest phe-
nomena and trends including Machine Learning and 
Deep Learning, Data Mining, Big Data, Artificial Intel-
ligence and Data Science. The chapter concludes with 
the characteristics of disruptive analytics platforms, 
which may require less and less advanced program-
ming knowledge from their users, focusing primarily 
on functionality and user experience (UX).

In the seventh chapter, entitled Consumer shopping 
behaviours on social media platforms. Trends, challenges, 
business applications, Professor Bogdan Mróz focuses 
on the analysis of a new demographic target group 
of buyers of goods and services, referred to as digital 
natives. Adapting activities to the needs and expecta-
tions of this specific group of recipients – who focus 
on critical reception of content and active co-crea-
tion (prosumption) instead of passive consumption 
of goods and services – may be a huge challenge for 
technological platforms. This group, however, is not 
homogeneous – which was perfectly illustrated by 
the author of this chapter in the characteristics of 
different categories of social media users: from the 
most active to the relatively passive users. Bogdan 
Mróz also points to new phenomena relating to 
shoppertainment (simultaneous use of social media 
and making purchases, mainly using mobile devices). 
Moreover, the author of this chapter points out the 
latest trends related to the application of Web 5.0 
(Emotional Web) and the Internet of Behaviours (IoB). 
The topics related to focusing and maintaining atten-
tion of disruptive platform users were characterised 
in the next chapter, authored by Professor Bohdan 
Jung. It is entitled Attention as a scarce resource in the 
platform economy. The chapter depicts how the phe-
nomenon of attention deficit and time hybridisation 
(combining work-related and leisure activities at the 
same time) influences adjustments in the strategies of 
reaching the audience through disruptive platforms. 
To be of interest, a message has to be very short 
– since, according to research commissioned by Mi-
crosoft, the average viewer maintains full attention on
a new source of information for only eight seconds. 
Professor Jung rightly points out that regardless of 
time optimisation strategies, such as time hacking, 
life hacks, etc., we are all still limited by the fact that 

the possibility of extending the 24-hour day has not 
been created. Time, unlike material resources, is 
a non-reproducible resource. 

The penultimate, ninth chapter by Dr Jan Misiuna, 
entitled Web platforms as a tool for financing 2020 
election campaigns in the USA, deals with the topic of 
fundraising platforms applied by the two biggest po-
litical competitors on the American political market: 
WinRed (GOP) and ActBlue (Democratic Party). The 
fundraising platforms are characterised both in terms 
of the previous decentralisation of similar campaign 
fundraising entities (an important reason for the 
creation of WinRed before the 2020 election series), 
effectiveness in raising funds even in the form of small 
contributions, and functionality and user experience 
(UX). ActBlue and WinRed functionality solutions are 
presented against the background of previous achieve-
ments during the 2016 election campaign by Bernie 
Sanders’ staff. The article presents completely new op-
portunities related to the use of platforms, such as the 
“money bomb” strategy – raising funds from donors 
outside the particular state where the election race 
is taking place. Platforms can become not only a tool 
for fundraising, but above all for formulating optimal 
electoral strategies based on the collected data (it is 
worth mentioning the ethical dimension of irregulari-
ties related to the activities of Cambridge Analytica 
consultants during the 2016 US presidential elections). 
In the area of fundraising platforms, this is a specific 
‘arms race’ in the form of breaking new records related 
to the amount of raised election funds. 

In the final chapter of the monograph, entitled 
Digital Platforms and Chinese state institutional capacity. 
Why digital platforms are essential for the Chinese way, 
Professor Krzysztof Kozłowski looks at the modernisa-
tion processes taking place in China. Indeed, over the 
last few decades, we have witnessed huge economic 
and technological progress occurring in the Middle 
Kingdom, as well as a global power shift. At the same 
time, the modernisation processes in China are tak-
ing place in pursuit of the policy objectives of the 
state authorities, and not as an effect of free market 
forces. Appearances, as Krzysztof Kozłowski points 
out, may be deceptive. China has institutions typi-
cal of countries with a developed market economy, 
including a stock exchange, an independent central 
bank and commercial banks. China is also a member 
of the World Trade Organisation and has significant 
amounts of foreign direct investment (FDI). However, 
the processes of economic and technological transfor-
mation are not taking place as a result of free market 
forces. The sources of this phenomenon should be 
sought not so much in the reforms initiated by Deng 
Xiaoping in 1978-79, which resulted in economic 
liberalisation and the opening of the Chinese market 
to cooperation with developed countries, but rather 
in the earlier decades characteristic of Mao Zedong’s 
reforms. The years of totalitarian terror (1949-1979) 
and the socially costly, bloody experiment in the form 
of the Great Leap Forward strategy, strengthened the 
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state apparatus. Institutional capacity of the state is 
the main factor responsible for China’s smooth im-
plementation of market reforms since 1979. China’s 
institutional capacity is measured by one of the lowest 
crime, shadow economy, and corruption rates in the 
world, dynamic progress in education, and a rapidly 
increasing literacy rate. At the same time, China is 
distrustful when it comes to implementing Western 
technology platforms. The Chinese use their own 
platforms such as WeChat, QQ, and Qzone – which 
have the same functionalities as their Western coun-
terparts. 

We should appreciate the great multithreading in 
the description of the complex narrative related to 
the rapid technological progress taking place before 
our eyes, the effect of which is the increasing plat-
formisation of the economy. However, the process 
of technological change characteristic of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution, as measured, for instance, by 
disruptive platforms characterised by huge data flows, 
is not matched by the cognitive abilities of homo sa-
piens. The result of this disproportion is a widening 
information gap and a constant deficit of attention. 
It all comes down to the realisation that what may 
be crucial is not so much to optimise strategies for 
increasing material resources, but to find ways of sav-
ing the most precious, non-reproducible, individual 
resource – the time given to each of us. One can go a 
step further – technological progress, which is aimed 
for instance at making everyday life easier, may in the 
years to come – in the words of Yuval Noah Harari – be 
increasingly confined not so much to the domain of 
IT, but to biotechnology. In the future, technological 
development may be related not only to improving 
the quality of life and optimising time, but above all 
to the possibility of increasing this resource – through 
biotechnological improvement of human parameters 
and extension of human life. This specific quest for the 
Holy Grail will not fall to everyone. The engine of eter-
nal progress, but at the same time one of the greatest 
flaws of our species, is eternal insatiability, which can 
also be described as greed. The beneficiaries of the 
changes associated with the coming biotechnological 
revolution will be relatively small groups, which can be 

compared to the current beneficiaries of platformisa-
tion, symbolised by GAFA. 

In considering disruptive platforms that maximise 
economic performance, an important thread may be 
overlooked regarding, for example, the challenges 
associated with an environmentally sustainable de-
velopment strategy. Current economic activities can 
be regarded as a struggle between the approach re-
lated to the maximisation of benefits achieved today 
and the problem of irreversible degradation of the 
ecosphere in the future. Concern for the ecosphere 
is present in the European Green Deal strategy, includ-
ing decarbonisation in EU countries and reorientation 
towards renewable energy sources (RES). Greed has 
another face – if only in the form of unbridled territo-
rial expansion. The effects of this destructive action 
can be seen in reports from across our eastern border, 
namely Russia’s military aggression against Ukraine. 
Perhaps it is in the nature of our eternally insatiable 
species to seek destruction.

Disruptive platforms, focused on maximising us-
ability (UX) and achieving their own economic results, 
may not provide a ready answer when facing the issues 
of future global challenges, especially as platform 
users are objectified – treated as a means of profit 
optimisation. However, the driving force for change 
in the way global challenges, including sustainability 
issues, are viewed may not be the disruptive platforms, 
but rather the public authorities and the active user 
community – described in the monograph as the net 
generation.

Contemporary technological transformations 
cannot be encapsulated in one simple narrative; phe-
nomena related to digital transformation thus elude 
simplified categorisation. In this respect, the joint 
effort of the authors – academics from the Warsaw 
School of Economics, who co-wrote this very up-to-
date and cognitively valuable monograph – should be 
particularly appreciated.

Bibliographic data: Tymoteusz Doligalski, Michał 
Goliński, and Krzysztof Kozłowski (Eds.), Disrup-
tive platforms. Markets, ecosystems and monopolists. 
Routledge, 2021.
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Understanding the declared knowledge 
and readiness to apply Corporate 
Social Responsibility of Polish 
and Spanish business students

Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to compare two groups of business students from Poland and 
Spain regarding their declared knowledge and readiness to apply the principles of corporate 
social responsibility (CSR). The research was conducted in 2018 among students of two 
selected universities: the Faculty of Management at the University of Lodz in Poland (UL) 
and the Faculty of Economics at the University of Valencia (UV). A literature review was 
performed to compare the CSR education programs at both faculties and to investigate 
students’ opinions about CSR. The Chi2 independence test was used to find any statistical 
differences between the two researched groups. In total, 607 students took part in the study. 
The findings revealed that UV students declare themselves to be better prepared than UL 
students to make sufficient CSR-based employment decisions. It was also found that UV 
students more frequently declared a readiness to take CSR measures such as encouraging 
the company’s management to take an interest in CSR, or to personally promote CSR activi-
ties in the company. UV students also declared a willingness to work in a company guided 
by CSR values and activities even for lower remuneration. The findings may be affected 
by social as well as economic contextual factors and they make it possible to formulate 
concrete recommendations on how to improve students’ awareness of CSR ideas.

Keywords: social corporate responsibility, higher education, business students, Poland, 
Spain 

Introduction

The term corporate social responsibility (CSR) means the incorporation of social and 
environmental issues into corporate business activities. The definition of CSR is ambigu-
ous and has been interpreted in many ways. Analysis of almost forty definitions of CSR 
has shown that despite the obvious differences, at the root of most CSR approaches is 
a company’s environmental, social and economic pillars together with the need to engage 
stakeholders (Dahlsrud, 2008). The definition of CSR states that companies must not 
only pursue their main goal – to maximize profits, but also contribute to the well-being 
of society through voluntary efforts. CSR is growing in importance on a global scale and 
it is becoming increasingly vital for companies to engage in socially responsible activi-
ties to support the growth of their business (Barauskaite & Streimikiene, 2021, p. 278). 
Activities falling within CSR can be divided into those that are internal and external. The 
internal activities include shaping the organizational culture, human resources manage-
ment, occupational health and safety, resource management, and the company’s impact 
on the natural environment. The external activities concern relations with business 
partners, suppliers, recipients, public institutions, shareholders and customers, in order 
to benefit local communities and the natural environment (European Commission, 2001; 
Rok, 2004, p. 20). Both external and internal CSR activities of the company are impor-
tant for employees and job applicants (Agnihotri & Bhattacharya, 2021; Zaleśna, 2018).

There is a lot of empirical research on students’ attitudes towards the idea of   ethics 
in business, or more specifically the issue of CSR (including Alonso-Almeida et al., 2015; 
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Elias, 2004; Eweje & Brunton, 2010; Larrán et al., 2018; 
Lämsä et al., 2008). On one hand, effective teaching of 
business ethics at universities (Dellaportas et al., 2006) 
provides an opportunity to shape the future behavior 
of business professionals (Marnburg, 2003). Clearly, 
however, the results of research on the impact of ethical 
education, awareness and ethical behavior are ambigu-
ous (Neureuther et al., 2004; Tormo-Carbó et al., 2016; 
Tormo-Carbó et al., 2019). Student belief in CSR does 
not automatically mean that they would observe CSR 
principles in practice (Dearman & Beard, 2009).

On the other hand, the degree of involvement with 
the company largely depends on how young people 
are treated and which CSR principles are grounded 
in the company. Various publications indicate that 
this implementation of socially responsible activities 
translates into increased motivation, productivity 
and willingness to stay with the company (Burton & 
Goldsby, 2010; Gadomska-Lila, 2012). Moreover, in 
companies which are socially responsible towards 
their employees, a reduction in absenteeism and 
personnel turnover was found (Kim et al., 2010). 

Taking all of the above into consideration, the aim 
of this paper is to compare two groups of business stu-
dents from Poland and Spain regarding their declared 
knowledge and readiness to apply CSR principles. 
They will soon become either managers or employees 
responsible for effecting implementation of CSR ideas.

This comparison between the CSR approach of 
business students from the Faculty of Management at 
the University of Lodz (UL) in Poland and the Faculty of 
Economics at the University of Valencia (UV) in Spain is 
intended to shed light on CSR teaching and students’ 
declared CSR knowledge and their readiness to apply 
CSR. The reason we have analyzed these two selected 
faculties is because of the similarities in their educa-
tional profiles. They educate future business-oriented 
managers and workers. Both of these state universities 
educate students in various fields of knowledge, with 
comparable numbers of research staff and structures or-
ganized into basic departments and specialist units.

We should compare CSR declarations made by Span-
ish students with those of their Polish counterparts. 
This could draw attention to the do’s and don’ts of 
undertaking CSR activities and changes within BA 
faculty programs, and lead the way for further Polish 
CSR-oriented practices. Undoubtedly, the present eco-
nomic state of these countries matters in this regard.

The main [hypothesis, supposition, assumption] 
was formulated in the following manner: the greater 
presence of CSR issues in Spanish universities and 
within public debate, together with broader use of 
market-oriented CSR practices, has much to do with 
Spanish students who are more acquainted with CSR. 
As a result, they are more self-confident and ready 
to take CSR measures in comparison to their Polish 
counterparts. The following research questions should 
be considered:

1. How do students assess themselves regarding 
their declared knowledge of CSR in terms of 
career decisions? 

2. Do students think that a company’s achieve-
ments in this area can be measured and that 
CSR itself can be used in various companies, 
regardless of their size?

3. How well are both Polish and Spanish students 
prepared to take CSR measures in terms of 
choosing an employer or promoting the idea 
of   CSR in the workplace? 

The research was carried out using a questionnaire 
originally developed for this purpose. The presented 
research had some limitations. Firstly, the sample 
of the two faculties tested is small and so was not 
representative in statistical terms. However, there 
are very few Polish – Spanish comparative studies on 
CSR, especially within the context of a business and 
economy study (Dziwiński et al., 2015; Klimkiewicz 
& Oltra, 2017; Lulewicz-Sas, 2013). Secondly, we take 
it for granted that in general students find CSR to be 
important for their career decisions. We only asked 
questions regarding declared, not factual knowledge. 
Many respondents are still learning CSR. 

Literature review: Polish and Spanish 
students on CSR issues

Effective education in the field of CSR is fundamen-
tal to the development and understanding of the con-
cept and its treatment as part of the corporate strategy. 
Soon students will become employees of companies, 
specialists and managers responsible for the shape of 
CSR practice in business. The number of university 
business and management courses containing ele-
ments of CSR in developed countries is still growing, 
with the USA being the leading example (Bridges & 
Wilhelm, 2008; Christensen et al., 2007; Evans & Mar-
cal, 2005; Karbowski et al., 2006; Kozubek, 2016). 

Poland is currently following the global trend of in-
cluding aspects of CSR in higher education programs. 
Bearing this in mind, managers should be able to 
respond to various moral dilemmas and take action in 
the fields of business ethics and CSR (Gasparski, 2008; 
Rojek-Nowosielska, 2013). Most university economic 
programs offer courses and subjects containing ele-
ments of ethics, social aspects of management, and 
business ethics. In addition, management studies at 
master’s degree level conform to the basic govern-
ment-regulated study programs, and business ethics 
has been included as one of the five basic subjects in 
management sciences together with other courses, 
including management, macroeconomics, civil law and 
statistics (Klimkiewicz & Oltra, 2017). Unfortunately, 
the way the course is taught strictly depends on the 
teacher’s experience and awareness. Meanwhile, it 
should be pointed out how crucial the role of academic 
teachers is in promoting social responsibility as a basic 
competence in university education (Martínez-Valdivia 
et al., 2020). In principle, it is difficult to determine 
that there is any integrated approach or standardiza-
tion of teaching content in the area of   CSR. 

Research conducted in the last decade among stu-
dents of the largest Polish universities showed that the 
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respondents recognized a place for ethics in business, 
but at the same time they admitted that competition 
and the desire for quick profits violate ethical prin-
ciples in the operation of companies. According to 
Polish students, companies mainly strive to generate 
profits, while in most cases CSR is only a “catchy” ele-
ment of company PR (Karbowski et al., 2006). Other 
studies indicate that students’ knowledge of CSR is 
superficial and slogan-based (Kozubek, 2016), and 
the activities of various universities and institutions 
in the field of CSR education are poorly coordinated 
(Albińska et al., 2011; Dziwiński et al., 2015).

Apart from students studying economics or related 
fields, young Polish consumers and future employees, 
as yet, still have a poor knowledge of CSR. If they 
recognize the term at all, they only associate it with 
the promotion of enterprises (Ciemniewski & Buszko, 
2009; Wagner, 2014, p. 115). At the same time, young 
Poles follow the charity activities of companies on so-
cial media, engage in protests against unethical play-
ers on the market (Piechota, 2014), and pay attention 
to the CSR activities of the potential employer when 
looking for a job (Klimkiewicz & Oltra, 2017). Recent 
reports indicate that CSR issues are perceived as im-
portant and relevant to about 70% of Polish employees 
under 29 years of age (Wołowiec, 2018).

Meanwhile, in Spain many universities offer courses 
that include CSR content in their curriculum. Such 
classes are conducted either by practitioners and 
entities specializing in CSR, or by academic teachers 
(the latter situation is much more common). Although 
three quarters of Spanish universities include CSR 
content in corporate management or related courses, 
this varies depending on the course. An analysis of the 
curricula of 62 Spanish universities that offer courses 
such as “Business administration and management” 
shows that less than 18% of them offer subjects or 
courses that refer to the concept of social responsibil-
ity or business ethics in their titles (Setó-Pamies et al., 
2011, p. 611). Such classes are frequently offered as 
elective, suggesting that the competencies of future 
managers to construct and manage CSR programs 
are still not considered a core business skill. These 
results correspond to previous analyses carried out 
in other European countries (Barkhuysen & Ros-
souw, 2000; Cowton & Cummins, 2003; Macfarlane 
& Ottewill, 2004; Setó-Pamies et al., 2011). As in 
Poland, CSR courses [in Spain] are offered mainly in 
most postgraduate programs and hardly exist at the 
undergraduate level (Fernández-Fernández & Sanjuán, 
2010). The conducted analyses also indicate that the 
introduction of CSR courses into master’s degree 
programs is not treated as a priority by universities, 
but more often this is done by private higher educa-
tion business schools (Miotto et al., 2018; Miotto & 
Rom-Rodríguez, 2017; Snelson-Powell et al., 2016). 
CSR education at university level can also be treated 
as a tool for shaping the ethical attitudes of future 
specialists and managers (Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2019). 
Society expectations in this respect are increasing. 
Stakeholders say that business schools should provide 

sustainable and responsible management education, 
to ensure smooth knowledge transfer and to conduct 
research regarding CSR. The real value is to train future 
leaders qualified to manage organizations in a manner 
that has a positive social, economic and environmental 
impact for all stakeholders and to be able to shape 
a better world (Miotto et al., 2020).

The approach of society towards CSR has recently 
evolved fairly rapidly. The unexpected recent pandem-
ic required organizations to take specific measures 
related to CSR, such as donating funds, supporting 
social campaigns (#stayathome, #besafe), producing 
protective masks, creating new products to support 
the fight against the pandemic, publishing posts on 
their Facebook profiles, and taking additional preven-
tive measures (Czajkowska, 2020; Firley, 2021; Forum 
Odpowiedzialnego Biznesu, 2021). These activities 
– dedicated to the local community, can be included in 
the area of   Corporate Community Involvement (CCI), 
which is probably one of the most visible aspects of 
CSR (Cronin et al., 2001).

The above literature review of CSR teaching does 
not reveal that Spanish CSR teaching is superior to the 
Polish approach. Both CSR teaching programs have 
their drawbacks, with the main lack of CSR courses in 
bachelor study programs being the core observation. 
However, the Spanish CSR program appears to be more 
advanced due to a longer historical background with 
a capitalist market and experience of a democratic 
system. If this is so, UV students should be at a higher 
level regarding many CSR aspects than UL students. 
In turn, as far as Polish students’ CSR preferences are 
concerned, the picture is even less clear. As indicated 
in the study, we proposed two hypotheses:

H1. Students of management and economics at the 
University of Valencia (UV) will obtain higher results 
than students of management at the University of Lodz 
(UL) in terms of their declared knowledge about CSR 
and its importance in the organization.

H2. Students of management and economics at the 
University of Valencia will obtain higher results than 
students of management at the University of Lodz in 
terms of their declared readiness to undertake CSR 
activities.

It is also imperative to compare the ‘CSR only’ and 
‘CSR-related’ courses at the two faculties to see which 
curricula provide a better understanding of CSR ideas. 
In Valencia, all CSR-related courses are elective and 
offered in the later years of study. There are six basic 
BA degree programs, of which three offer partly CSR-
oriented courses, namely “Quality and environmental 
management”, “Corporate governance and social 
responsibility”, “Corporate environmental policy”, 
“Environmental economics”, “Professional ethics and 
social corporate responsibility” and “Tourism and 
sustainable development”. There are also HRM-related 
courses and other basic socially-oriented manage-
ment courses which may refer to CSR-related topics 
(https://www.uv.es/uvweb/economy/en/undergraduate-
degree-studies/degree-programmes-offered/degrees-
1285848977179.html).
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In turn, there are no typical CSR-oriented elective 
courses within any of the thirteen BA programs in 
Lodz either. However, some information regarding 
CSR is provided during other basic socially-oriented 
courses such as “Standards of HRM”, “Social aspects 
of management” “Environmental management” and 
“Ethics of new technology”. Interestingly, there are 
more CSR-related courses for students in programs 
provided in English, and on the Erasmus and Mo-
bility programs (“Corporate Social Responsibility” 
or “Business Ethics”). (http://zarzadzanie.uni.lodz.
pl/tabid/2853/Default.aspx). 

There are four MA degree programs in Lodz, and 
the situation regarding CSR-related courses is similar 
to the BA degree programs. CSR issues occasionally 
appear in basic subjects within the curricula. CSR ideas 
are presented as a part of optional, specialty subjects, 
usually in the second year in subjects like “Ethics in 
public administration”, “Customer relationship man-
agement”, “Social responsibility in supply chain” or 
“Human Side of the Company”.

Meanwhile in Valencia, sixteen MA programs are 
offered, and, depending on the program, CSR issues 
are found in basic-level subjects (“Advanced manage-
ment accounting and corporate social responsibility” 
in the Accounting, Auditing and Management Control 
MA Degree, or in “Ethics and corporate social respon-
sibility” in the Corporate Finance MA Degree) or are 
selected later by students as optional. 

Methodology

The chi2 independence test was chosen to show 
significant statistical differences between items de-
veloped in the questionnaire (Appendix 1) between 
the two researched groups. It looked at how students 
view both their declared CSR knowledge regarding 
career decisions and company-related measurement, 
as well as their readiness to apply CSR in management 
and personal choices. The five-point Likert scale was 
used together with a dichotomy in the form of yes / 
no answers. The research was conducted between 
January 2018 and May 2018 among students of both 
selected faculties. The study did not capture any 
changes in opinions that could have been caused by 
the pandemic. In total, 607 students took part in the 

study, of whom 70% were female (36% were from UL 
and 34% from UV), while 30% of the respondents were 
male (7% on the Polish side and 23% on the Spanish 
side). The respondents mainly represented the fields 
of economics, finance and management – including 
HR management, business management, etc.

The sample represents students belonging to Gen-
eration Z, born between 1995 and 2010. In general, 
there is one feature common to Spanish and Polish 
young people: they were all brought up in VUCA 
conditions (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, ambigu-
ity) featuring short-term contracts and never-ending 
technological change, with constant mobile internet 
access (Mazurek, 2019). Polish and Spanish Zennials 
constantly share information and practice internet 
communication skills using social media. They are 
multitasking individuals, adaptable and open, expect 
immediate reward for their efforts, and are highly 
competitive in the labour market, constantly look-
ing for new challenges (Mazurek, 2019; Rubio Gil & 
Sanagustín-Fons, 2019).

There are also national differences. Spanish Zenni-
als attend universities which are above the European 
average in terms of educational performance. Surpris-
ingly, it is still hard for them to find employment, but 
they look with more optimism to the future, unlike 
previous generations (Rubio Gil & Sanagustín-Fons, 
2019). In turn, Polish Zennials do not exhibit much 
empathy or self-control, are poor team workers, are 
unwilling to exchange opinions or to discuss their 
ideas, display a low level of ambition in terms of their 
career, and exhibit a low level of engagement in work 
colleges. They also assess their economic knowledge 
and competencies as low (Mazurek, 2019). Some find-
ings show that although Polish Zennials expect fair and 
equal treatment in the workplace, surprisingly, they 
do not perceive ethical values as an important part of 
their job (Dobrowolski et al., 2022).

There is a weakness in the sample regarding 
a considerable number of the UV first- (36%) and sec-
ond-year (16%) BA students compared to only a few 
of the UL first- and second-year BA students (1% for 
each year). The UV students could be less familiar with 
CSR ideas. This remark was included in the analysis 
and findings. However, the data in Table 1 shows 
that in Valencia a bachelor’s degree usually lasts four 

Level and academic year
UL students UV students Total 

respondents 
%N % N %

1st year, bachelor’s degree 3 1 124 36 21

2nd year, bachelor’s degree 2 1 54 16 9

3rd year, bachelor’s degree 68 26 64 19 22

4th year, bachelor’s degree n/a n/a 49 14 8

1st year, master’s degree 64 24 n/a n/a 11

2nd year, master’s degree 129 48 n/a n/a 21

1st year (in Valencia), master’s degree n/a n/a 50 15 8

Total 266 100 341 100 100

Note. In Valencia, a bachelor’s 
degree usually lasts four years 
and a master’s degree lasts 
one or two years, depending 
on the field of study. 
n/a – not applicable
Source: authors’ own work. 

Table 1
Structure of respondents in 
terms of the type and year of 
study (N = 607)
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years and a master’s degree lasts one or two years, 
depending on the field of study. In Lodz, a bachelor’s 
degree lasts only three years, but a master’s degree 
lasts two years. Despite the differences between the 
programs, students study for the same number of 
years, which allows the authors to make comparisons 
between the groups.

Results and hypothesis verification

The statistical analysis which was conducted using 
the chi2 independence test shows that the statements 
made by UV and UL students differ from each other 
in a statistically significant way (at the adopted level 
of p < 0.05). As far as declared CSR knowledge is 
concerned, the comparison of student responses from 
the two universities shows that more UV students 
have heard of the CSR concept than UL students 
(chi2 = –4.07, p = 0.0001). Both in the case of knowl-
edge of the concept of CSR and its use in business, 
UV students more often answered in the affirmative 
(Table 2), and the same was true in the case of the 
belief that specific CSR achievements could be meas-
ured. In turn, Polish students were more enthusiastic 
about ethics and CSR in business.

Taking the whole sample into consideration, the 
knowledge of CSR declared by the respondents was 
not influenced by their gender. However, apart from 
nationality, the fact that some students in the two 
groups were employed (Fig. 1) was important for their 
knowledge of CSR (chi2 = 4.35, at p = 0.04).

The affirmative statements regarding CSR measur-
ability shows that for all students there are no signifi-
cant statistical differences in the respondents’ answers 
due to their gender, employment or level of studies. 
The results also highlight that there is room for CSR 
and ethics in business, but women were less inclined 
than men to respond “no” (chi2 = –2.72, p = 0.01). 
The results of students in employment from both uni-
versities show that there is no significant difference 
between them in this regard. However, what really 
matters is the level of study, because bachelor’s degree 
students more often chose the option “I don’t know” 
(chi2 = 3.14, p = 0.003), while masters students more 
often expressed the belief that there is room for eth-
ics and CSR in business (chi2 = –2.37, p = 0.024). 

The results regarding whether the respondents 
believe that their knowledge of CSR is sufficient to 
make career-related decisions are interesting (Fig. 2). 
UL students gave statistically significant answers 
“strongly agree” (chi2 = 8.28, p = 0.00), while UV 
students more often gave more cautious answers: 
“disagree” (chi2 = –4.51, p = 0.00002), “neither 
agree or disagree” (chi2 = –3.56, p = 0.0007) and 
“agree” (chi2 = –3.81, p = 0.0003). It turns out that 
the presented results are influenced by the level of 
study – bachelor’s degree students selected “strongly 
agree” more often than the higher level students 
(chi2 = 3.30, p = 0.002) who, in turn, showed less 
self-confidence in this matter, choosing more often 
the option “neither agree or disagree” (chi2 = 4.37, 
p = 0.00003) or “agree” (chi2 = 2.08, p = 0.04). 

Table 2
Selected issues concerning the declared knowledge of various aspects of CSR

Issue
UL UV

chi2 p
N % N %

My knowledge of the concept of CSR is sufficient to 
make good career decisions 218 82 318 93 –4.07 0.00010

The company’s CSR achievements can be measured 140 53 211 62 –2.19 0.03597

There is a place for ethics and CSR in business 253 99 309 90 2.388336 0.02303

Source: authors’ own work. 

Figure 1
Employment status of students from both Universities
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The first hypothesis (H1) states: Students of man-
agement and economics at the University of Valencia 
(UV) will obtain higher results than students of man-
agement at the University of Lodz (UL) in terms of their 
declared knowledge about CSR and its importance in 
the organization. Bearing the above results in mind, 
H1 can only be conditionally confirmed. As shown, 
the UV students more often declared that they were 
familiar with the concept of CSR, were convinced 
that its effects could be measured, and demonstrated 
that they knew in which organizations CSR could be 
used. However it was UL students who more often 
expressed the belief that there is a place for CSR and 
ethics in business. Nevertheless, the sample structure 
includes more UV bachelor students than UL students, 
and the former will definitely improve CSR knowledge 
over time.

As to declared readiness to undertake CSR ac-
tivities, the results showed that there are statistically 
significant differences regarding affirmative answers 
in favor of UV students (Table 3). 

We also found that the willingness to take indepen-
dent measures promoting CSR in the company was 
influenced by the gender of the respondents: women 
from both universities more often selected “yes” 

(chi2 = –3.75, p = 0.0004) or “no” (chi2 = –2.48;
p = 0.02), while men were more hesitant in their opin-
ions, selecting “I don’t know” more often (chi2 = 5.48, 
p = 0.000). The level of study also played a role: 
bachelor’s degree students declared such willing-
ness more often (chi2 = 4.49, p = 0.00002), while 
master’s students more often expressed uncertainty 
in this regard (chi2 = –5.13, p = 0.0000). The ap-
proach to declared readiness to promote CSR activi-
ties in the company also depended on whether the 
respondents were employed. Students in employment 
from both universities declared such readiness less 
often (chi2 = –5.65, p = 0.0000), whereas students 
not in employment more often expressed indecision 
(chi2 = 4.56, p = 0.000). 

When it comes to the respondents’ readiness to 
encourage the company’s management to introduce 
CSR activities, in addition to nationality (Table 3), the 
gender of the respondents had an impact – women 
less often declared such readiness (chi2 = –3.092, 
p = 0.003), whilst men were more often undecided 
(chi2 = 2.79, p = 0.008). The issue of employment 
was also important – students in employment from 
both universities less often wanted to encourage man-
agement to introduce CSR activities (chi2 = –4.88, 

Figure 2
The respondents’ opinions on whether their knowledge of CSR is sufficient to make decisions about choosing to work for a new 
company (in %)
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Table 3
Declared readiness to promote and implement independent CSR activities

Issue
UL UV

chi2 p
N % N %

I’d be ready to take independent measures 
promoting the concept of CSR in business 21 8% 205 60% –13.15 0.000

I’d be ready to encourage company owners / 
management in my workplace to introduce CSR 
tools into the organization

124 47% 287 84% –9.70 0.000

I’d be ready to get involved in the promotion and 
implementation of CSR in my workplace 164 62% 288 84% –6.25 0.000

Source: authors’ own work.
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p = 0.000), as opposed to students not in employ-
ment, who chose the negative answer less often 
(chi2 = 3.16; p = 0.0028). The level of study had 
a similar effect on the respondents’ answers – the 
more experienced master’s students expressed indeci-
sion more often (chi2 = –4.26, p = 0.0005), in rela-
tion to bachelor’s degree students, who more often 
declared such readiness (chi2 = 4.29, p = 0.004).

Therefore, the findings show that the greater 
the respondents’ experience (whether at work or 
at university) the greater the skepticism about the 
discussed issue. As for the declared readiness to 
engage in the promotion and implementation of CSR 
in the company, in addition to nationality (Table 3), 
the gender of the respondents had an impact – we 
found that men’s responses were negative more often 
(chi2 = –2.57, p = 0.015). As in the case of employ-
ment, working students were less likely to engage in 
promoting and implementing CSR in their companies 
(chi2 = –3.19, p = 0.002), as opposed to the non-
working students, who were more often undecided 
(chi2 = 2.27, p = 0.003), or felt ready to take such 
actions (chi2 = 2.21, p = 0.003). The level of study 
was not statistically significant here. 

The greater readiness on the part of UV students 
to undertake CSR activities was also confirmed by the 
responses to the question about whether they would 
take up employment in a company conducting CSR 
activities if it offered slightly lower remuneration than 
the competition (Fig. 3). In a statistically significant 
manner, UV students more often selected “strongly 
agree” for employment (chi2 = 2.99, p = 0.005), 
while Polish students more often chose the answer 
“disagree” (chi2 = 2.92, p = 0.006).

Interestingly, statistically significant differences 
were not noted in the answers to the above ques-
tion between the group of working students and 
the group of non-working students. This indicates 
that this declared readiness does not depend on 

the respondents’ current employment experience. 
Other findings indicated that a certain link between 
readiness to take up employment in a company that 
conducts CSR activities but offers lower salaries and 
gender – women were less likely to reject such an 
option than men (chi2 = –2.49, p = 0.02); the level 
of study did not play any role in this regard.

The second hypothesis (H2) states: Students of 
management and economics at the University of 
Valencia will obtain higher results than students of 
management at the University of Lodz in terms of 
their declared readiness to undertake CSR activities. 
The results confirm H2. It was found that UV students 
declared their readiness to take CSR measures, such 
as encouraging the company’s management to take 
an interest, or to personally promote CSR activities 
in the company, more often than UL students. UV 
students also declared their willingness to work in 
a company guided by CSR values and activities, even 
if remuneration was lower.

Discussion

It was initially supposed that there would be 
a huge gap between UV and UL students within the 
research areas, and indeed this proved to be the 
case. In the light of the findings, the features of 
the sample must be borne in mind, as there were 
far more BA respondents from Valencia than from 
Lodz. However, this research shows that UV students 
are more engaged in almost every studied CSR is-
sue than UL students, and this defect in the sample 
mentioned in the methodology did not affect the 
UV students’ results. Spanish students may simply 
observe many more CSR examples in their everyday 
life. For instance, there is a significant difference in 
the number of CSR reported practices between Po-
land and Spain, where in Spain more CSR activities 
were disclosed Spanish by stock listed companies 

Figure 3
Declared readiness to take up employment in a company that conducts CSR activities, but offers lower remuneration (in %)
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(Garstecki et al., 2019). UV students also have more 
elective CSR-related courses within BA and MA pro-
grams than UL students. 

The results support their CSR involvement and 
determination but say little about their real knowl-
edge. Only “a place for ethics and CSR in business” 
was favored more by UL students and may reflect the 
need to implement CSR more in Poland than in Spain. 
There are also some contextual factors which may 
also explain this. Polish students’ positive reaction 
could derive from a far lower unemployment rate 
compared to Spain (4.1% to 16.4% in January 2018), 
but simultaneously they are considered a low-cost, 
well-educated resource with a minimum wage of al-
most half that in Spain (502 to 858 Euro in 2018, see: 
https://countryeconomy.com). CSR can also be seen 
as a remedy to balance the market and to regulate 
economic disparities. It needs to be borne in mind 
that CSR can be a consequence of the individual social 
preferences of entrepreneurs and shareholders, or 
the whim of well-meaning managers as the ultimate 
driving force behind any form of CSR (Kitzmueller, 
2008). In fact, the influence of stakeholders on CSR 
is not fully understood and has not been explained. 
The same may apply to students’ opinions on CSR 
knowledge and readiness to take action. However, in 
general, women from both faculties are more inclined 
than men to present an affirmative attitude towards 
CSR activities. 

Implications for theory and for educational practice
Although Polish students were less familiar with the 

CSR concept, they considered themselves sufficiently 
equipped to make professional decisions. At first 
glance, this result could be interpreted as a manifes-
tation of the psychological mechanism known as the 
Dunning-Kruger effect, in which unqualified people 
with insufficient knowledge in a given field tend to 
overestimate their skills in that field and therefore also 
make decisions based on limited knowledge (Dunning, 
2011). However, there is too little data available, and 
this result can only be seen as a premise for further 
research.

It can be concluded that the concept of CSR is 
more widely known to UV students, but for both UL 
and UV students the number of people who consider 
their CSR knowledge as definitely sufficient to make 
career decisions is limited. This may be due both 
countries’ CSR teaching problems. Although education 
in CSR does not guarantee actual, ethical behavior of 
students in their future professional life, institutions 
responsible for educating future managers should 
at least increase awareness of social responsibility 
and ethics in business (Alonso-Almeida et al., 2015; 
Godemann et al., 2014; Ruiz-Palomino et al., 2019). 
At the same time, CSR teaching from outside of the 
company can still be of great advantage for society 
(Księżak, 2016). Additionally, students in employ-
ment from both faculties are more familiar with the 
CSR concept, but simultaneously less ready to both 
promote CSR activities in the company and encourage 

management to introduce CSR activities. This needs 
to be examined in depth. 

The findings make it possible to formulate firm 
recommendations on how to improve students’ aware-
ness of CSR ideas: (1) each BA program at both faculties 
should include at least a CSR-related course either as 
elective or even as a basic course, with significant ECTS 
points. This could direct a student’s attention to be 
more familiar with common interests of stakeholders 
in the EU market place; (2) the current situation is 
a specific opportunity to formulate new theses in the 
field of education and to implement the idea of CSR in 
practice. Business schools and universities specializing 
in business should become even more involved in CSR 
education; (3) CSR teaching could improve future man-
agers’ professional development and practices, and ul-
timately support economic growth in Poland as a result; 
(4) CSR-related contextual factors regarding students’ 
CSR apprehension should be taken into consideration 
when teaching the course. The strengths of Zennials 
must be used to promote CSR ideas. Workshops and 
internship programs including practical activities 
could be a remedy to improve student engagement.

Conclusion

When answering the research questions posed in 
this study, it should be noted that: (1) the CSR knowl-
edge in the UV students’ self-assessment is higher 
than that of UL students, but highly limited for both 
groups. This might be due to CSR teaching, which is 
still far from perfect (2).

UL and UV students report that a company’s CSR 
achievements may be measured. They seem to derive 
their knowledge from convictions regarding their 
basic knowledge of management. Last but not least 
(3) UV students are more willing to undertake CSR 
measures more often than UL students, and are even 
inclined to earn less to work for entrepreneurs that 
subscribe to CSR values. It needs to be borne in mind 
that young people are especially sensitive to the is-
sue of CSR and are convinced that companies should 
strive to make the world a better place (Connell et al., 
2012; Howe & Strauss, 2000). Consistent with these 
ideas, when we take a closer look at the findings, it 
appears that the more experience students have, the 
less engaged they are in CSR. 

The highlighted gap between UV and UL students 
should be a basis for deep reflection among those 
who are responsible for teaching programs. Due to the 
growing impact of the CSR concept on management 
in terms of economic, social and environmental re-
sponsibility (Montiel, 2008), it is important to educate 
employees with particular emphasis on managerial 
staff (Miotto et al., 2020; Ojala, 2019).
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Abstract 

Learners of a second language often have limited access to the native culture of that lan-
guage in an authentic way, resulting in them committing linguistic and intercultural mis-
takes. One of the main advantages of task-based learning is that it can expose students to 
real-world circumstances, which makes learning a language more meaningful and inclusive 
of appropriate language behaviour. Task-based learning has become an accepted method 
for learning a language in face-to-face classroom environments, but its applicability to 
online learning is largely unaddressed. The author proposed well-organised online role-
plays based on a task-based approach involving native speakers, which helped students 
interact in an authentic way and demonstrate their understanding of culture. The author 
conducted the research to increase intercultural pragmatic competencies in online L2 class-
rooms regarding common pragmatic speech acts as to not only increase their pragmatic 
competency but to also motivate students. The students from the online experimental 
group who were exposed to task-supported role-plays performed better than the online 
control group of students; however, student motivation was only mildly impacted. Thus, 
pragmatics and interculturality can be effectively taught in online L2 classrooms through 
task-supported learning, though motivation may require longer interventions. 

Keywords: interlanguage pragmatics, intercultural communication, online learning, motiva-
tion, task-based language teaching

Introduction

Language is a core element of the existence of human society and represents 
a primary factor in observing the human personality. Therefore, no human society 
has ever existed without language and culture (Soomro et al., 2015). Every culture 
has its norms,  beliefs,  customs and traditions. Therefore, the second-language (L2) 
acquisition process cannot be completed without emphasising culturally appropriate 
behaviour while interacting in the second language. It is for this very reason that the 
National Council of State Supervisors for Languages (NCSSFL, 2018) created intercultural 
competence standards stating that it is essential for all novice students to recognise 
“obviously inappropriate behaviors in familiar everyday situations,” “avoid major social 
blunders,” and “transition smoothly from formal to informal styles of behavior” in the 
target language (p. 6). 

Accordingly, some schools have developed sample learning targets in which the 
students are motivated to follow cultural norms while interacting. For example, in 
Bellevue School District (Washington, United States), language learning targets are 
developed around cultural contexts in which students must accept or refuse invitations 
based on culturally appropriate norms for the target language. Students have to follow 
different culturally appropriate standards while offering or receiving gifts, requesting 
assistance, using appropriate body language, turn-taking, interrupting and agreeing 
while interacting with others (Bellevue School District, 2015, p. 4). These intercultural 
competence standards require students to have a basic understanding of pragmatic 
norms and speech acts. This is where intercultural competence and pragmatics intersect. 
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Pragmatic errors are likely to occur when the learners 
are not aware of the target language’s cultural factors. 
It is challenging to avoid social blunders if the learn-
ers do not have ample knowledge of speech acts. It is 
equally challenging for educators to teach pragmatics 
to learners of a second language. 

Many learners of a second language have less 
exposure to using authentic language within its cul-
tural contexts. They have fewer or no opportunities 
to learn the target language out of the classroom, 
and they rely on teachers’ instructions, textbooks, 
and visual programmes (Webb, 2013). Teachers may 
not be properly trained in how to teach pragmatics 
to students (Vellenga, 2011), which is problematic 
for two reasons: 1) students may not be able to meet 
intercultural standards, and 2) pragmatic errors may 
be perceived as more serious than grammar errors due 
to real-life implications (Wolfe et al., 2016). 

In Spanish, refusals, requests and invitations are 
among the most commonly used speech acts (Langer, 
2011). Strategies employed when carrying out speech 
acts vary greatly from culture to culture (Yoko, 1995). 
According to Langer (2011), the most common forms 
of invitations tend to be more direct in Spanish than 
in English. Requests in Spanish vary based on the level 
of imposition (the more imposition is used, the more 
courteous the request is). Finally, refusals are generally 
indirect in Spanish and often include an explanation 
or postponement.

According to Smith (2009), the above differences 
are not commonly taught in L2 classrooms. Smith also 
observed that Spanish learners are unfamiliar with 
native-like responses to requests and invitations. In 
Spanish, these responses are commonly brief, and 
typically, learners do not have the pragmatic skills 
to express what would be appropriate for the target 
culture (Smith, 2009). Like pragmatic errors, there are 
several challenges that educators face while teaching 
Spanish to elementary-level learners. However, teach-
ers can make maximum use of non-verbal and verbal 
cues to minimise pragmatic errors. 

Due to the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
teaching activities shifted online, with teachers having 
to help their learners gain second-language compe-
tencies using virtual platforms, which posed great 
challenges especially for those teachers who had never 
delivered online classes before. This rapid transition 
from campus-based face-to-face teaching to virtual 
teaching required them to acquire online teaching 
skills. It was also necessary to adapt their teaching 
methods, structure, content and pedagogy (Rad et 
al., 2021). Several studies support the idea of teach-
ing a second language online by employing a wide 
array of technologies (Herrera Díaz & González Miy, 
2017; Jabeen & Thomas, 2015; Moneypenny & Aldrich, 
2016). These technologies have only rarely been used 
to aid the development of students’ pragmatic com-
petence (Taguchi & Sykes, 2013; Yang, 2017).

Nevertheless, their effectiveness was suggested 
in a previous study (Kaliska, 2018). The author stated 
that digital sources offer teachers an opportunity to 

create tasks focusing on structure and collocations. 
Thus, educators can help increase students’ pragmatic 
competence. 

For the language teacher of this study, task-based 
and supported learning, in which tasks could be 
developed with the help of digital technology and 
multimedia, seemed like the answer to increasing 
students’ pragmatic intercultural competence in the 
online environment due to the fact that task-sup-
ported learning has been shown to increase other 
language competencies, as explained below. 

Literature review

The term “task” has been defined in multiple 
studies over the years. According to González-Lloret 
(2019), task-based activities and pragmatic instruction 
go hand-in-hand in the L2 classroom. Willis (1996) 
refers to a task as “a goal-oriented communicative 
activity with a specific outcome, where the emphasis 
is on exchanging meaning, not producing specific 
language forms” (p. 36). Skehan (1996) distinguishes 
between “weak” and “strong” versions of task-based 
language learning (TBLT).  “Strong” refers to a task-
based curriculum, whereas “weak” is when the cur-
riculum has varying levels of task-based features. 
While the curriculum for this present study was not 
a task-based curriculum, it did implement many ten-
ants of task-based learning to enhance the pragmatic 
competence of students, thus providing them with 
“task-supported” or “weak” versions of TBLT. 

Another potential benefit of task-supported activi-
ties is that it may help motivate students to become 
life-long language learners. “Enhancing learners’ mo-
tivation has always been a primary and widespread 
concern of most language teachers” (Hejrati et al., 
2017, p. 233). Furthermore, motivation is key to the 
long-term retention of students in higher education 
language programmes (Rodriguez-Garcia, 2011). It 
was observed that the students’ motivation level was 
higher in the case of TBLT than in the case of tradi-
tional langauge-learning methods (Namaziandost et 
al., 2017). To keep this motivation intact, the teaching 
approach must be engaging, and a task-based ap-
proach may be the solution. Some previous scholars 
explain that task-based approaches and task-sup-
ported activities may increase student motivation by 
making a language class goal-oriented rather than 
grammar-focused (Namaziandost et al., 2017). Due 
to its proposed effectiveness, task-based teaching 
has been a widely-discussed topic in the academic 
body of literature. 

Language learning approaches have changed over 
time. Until the 1970s, language training used to be 
teacher-controlled, also known as the presentation-
practice-production model (Hilsenbeck, 2011). Task-
based language education denotes a shift in pedagogy 
from the traditional theoretical and teacher-oriented 
method of language learning to a goal-focused and 
student-centric approach. According to the language 
scholars of the 1980s, language is the core medium 
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of communication, and students should know the ap-
propriate application of the L2. Teachers and scholars 
have always expressed their concern about the gap 
between language teaching in the classroom and 
their application outside of the classroom (Singha-
siri & Thepsiri, 2015). Past studies have focused on 
the importance of the task-based learning approach 
(González-Lloret & Nielson, 2014; Willis & Willis, 
2007). A task-based curriculum allows students to be 
creative with language and solve problems. They are 
encouraged to better comprehend course material, 
since it is presented in the form of meaningful tasks 
where they can apply the language. It is a modern 
learning method in which students are exposed to 
the natural context to communicate (Permatasari 
et al., 2021). According to Nunan (2007), the seven 
principles of task-based language teaching are Scaf-
folding, Task dependency, Recycling, Active learning, 
Integration, Reproduction to creation and Reflection. In 
the Scaffolding principle, the teacher has to provide 
the language training required to complete the as-
signed task. The Task dependency principle states 
that the assigned tasks should be interconnected and 
arranged in sequence. Through recycling, students 
can learn how the target language functions in the 
related context. In the Active Learning principle, one 
learns language by using it actively. The teachers’ role 
is passive. The educator should ensure that linguistic 
forms, communicative function, and semantic mean-
ing are incorporated (Integration). The reproduction 
to creation principle states that students reproduce 
the language the teacher provides and use it to apply 
their own creativity. Overall, a task-based curriculum 
focuses on meaning but does not overlook form. The 
emphasis is on engaging learners’ natural abilities to 
acquire a second language. It aims at engaging the 
learners with language as a meaning-making tool 
and is different from the structural approach in which 
language is perceived to be the object that is to be 
taught systematically, and learning is intentional (Ellis 
et al., 2019). 

TBLT is rested on the belief that language learners 
need to be exposed to meaningful input from the very 
early stage. Even though they have limited linguistic 
resources they should try to engage in meaningful 
communication in the second language. Therefore, the 
learners’ focus should be placed on the meaning and 
not on the grammar or linguistic accuracy. Language 
knowledge is built on the implicit knowledge that the 
learner acquires during conversations and interactions 
in the respective language (Van den Branden, 2016). 

Even though most students learn a language so that 
they can use it, language scholars have observed that 
traditional textbooks do not meet real-world needs 
(Wen-Cheng et al., 2011). Therefore, the effectiveness 
of task-based education has come to the forefront. 
More innovative learning approaches may include 
task-based learning. González-Lloret and Nielson 
(2014) carried out a study that aimed at evaluating 
task-based learning in the context of learning Spanish 
in a government agency. The aim of conducting this 

language course was to help the employees become 
more efficient and productive language users. The 
authors’ findings suggested that a task-based course 
to learn Spanish prepared learners to complete 
critical job tasks in the L2 (González-Lloret & Nielson, 
2014). 

One of the pioneers of the task-based approach, 
Prabhu (1987) stated that the effective learning of 
a L2 is possible only when students are engaged in 
language tasks, rather than just learning about the 
language. To make the task-based method smoother, 
Mosquera (2012) suggested some further recommen-
dations and introduced two stages of TBLT. According 
to the author, teachers should prepare apprehensive 
students significantly in the pre-task stage. It will help 
reduce students’ anxiety level, and their language ac-
quisition confidence will be improved. Pre-task stage 
preparation will also assist in bringing spontaneity 
and fluency, making language learning a pleasurable 
experience for students. In addition, the task-based 
model helps to achieve a significant degree of commu-
nicative and linguistic competence among students. 
According to Willis and Willis (2007), “This is one of 
the most valuable things we can give a learner: the 
confidence and willingness to have a go, even if their 
language resources are limited” (p. 2). 

Ellis (2003) focused on some of the principal fea-
tures of a task in the context of the language educa-
tion process. First, the author states that the task is 
a work plan and focuses on the meaning. Second, it is 
designed to use the language in a real-world environ-
ment. Third, it consists of any of the language skills; 
listening, reading, writing, and speaking. Finally, a task 
engages cognitive processes and has a clearly defined 
communicative outcome. This is where it seems 
plausible that task-based activities could support the 
acquisition of pragmatic competence among students, 
even in online contexts. 

Materials and methods

Considering the effectiveness of the task-based ap-
proach in both online and offline education processes, 
the present research is based on analysing the positive 
outcomes of the task-based approach in enhancing 
pragmatics competence in Spanish L2 classrooms. 
The research purposes are as follows:

• Explore students’ intercultural competence in 
the online L2 classroom concerning common 
pragmatic speech acts in Spanish.

• Explore students’ motivation to learn Spanish 
in higher education (leading to retention).

• Provide justification for pragmatic lessons in 
the online L2 classroom.

Research questions
The following research questions were devel-

oped:
• What effects do task-supported role-plays have 

on online L2 Spanish students’ intercultural 
pragmatic competence? 
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• What effects do task-supported role-plays have 
on online L2 Spanish students’ motivation to 
learn the language? 

Participants
The research was conducted in a higher education 

institution in central Illinois (United States) during 
the autumn of 2020 after the midterm and after hav-
ing received approval from the Institutional Review 
Board. According to U.S. News & World Report (2020), 
this is a public institution with approximately 5,000 
students. The ethnicity of the institution is primarily 
White - approximately 72% of students. The average 
student age is 22 years old, and 54% are female and 
46% are male. This demographic information is con-
sistent with that of the students who participated. 
A total of 32 students fully participated in the study, 
which was experiment-based. They had an elemen-
tary level of competence in Spanish (SPAN 101). Par-
ticipation was voluntary, and the students had equal 
opportunities to participate in the experiment. The 
participants were divided into two groups; one was 
the control group, which included 10 participants. 
The other was the experimental group, consisting 
of 22 participants. The experimental group included 
task-based role-plays to promote pragmatic language 
acquisition. The control group was taught without 
using a task-based approach. They instead carried 
out role-plays, as explained below, without going 
through the task-supported steps. Both groups were 
taught online.

Data collection and instruments
Three interventions were performed in the experi-

mental group, consisting of task-supported role plays 
involving requests, invitations, and refusals (one each). 
In the final cumulative role-play, all three speech acts 
were incorporated. Thus, the final, cumulative role-
play was performed in both the control and experi-
mental groups. The purpose behind performing the 
final role-play in both groups was to make a compara-
tive analysis. Aside from assessing the final role-plays 
for pragmatic ability, an additional instrument was 
used for the present study. This was a Multiple-Choice 
Discourse Completion Test (MCDCT) (Langer, 2011) 
taken in two phases, pre and post-intervention in both 
groups. Along with the test, pre and post-motivation 
surveys (Al Khalil, 2011) were conducted as well. 
MCDCTs have been used with success in past prag-
matic research (Bachelor, 2016, 2020). Additionally, 
the motivation survey developed by Al Khalil (2011) 
was selected since it looks at integrative motivation 
and attitudes toward L2 learning.

The task-supported role-plays were conducted in 
three steps for the experimental group: pre-task, task, 
and post-task. In the pre-task phase, students watched 
an authentic video of a native Spanish speaker 
performing the speech act in question. In the task 
phase, the learners completed the task via role-play 
with a speaker from the TalkAbroad platform, which 
uses online video conferencing to connect students 

enrolled in an L2 course with native speakers of the 
target language. This step promotes the use of the 
speech act in question in order to complete the task. 
The conversations of the students were recorded. In 
the third and last process, the post-task process, the 
students reviewed the recorded conversation, filled 
out a self-evaluation checklist, and repeated the 
scenario with their classmate using Zoom through 
Canvas integration.  

An example of one of the task-supported role-plays 
assigned to the experimental participants is provided 
below. 

 Person A. Social distancing has led to tutoring 
taking place on Zoom. At the end of the tutor-
ing session, you decide to invite your tutor to 
your Zoom movie club (you and other friends 
watch Netflix movies and then have a movie 
club, similar to a book club, on Friday nights). 
Your task is to convince your tutor to try out 
your movie club this Friday. 

 Person B. Social distancing has led to tutoring 
taking place on Zoom. You are a tutor and also 
a student. At the end of your tutoring session, 
your tutee invites you to a Zoom movie club. 
Your task is to find out the pertinent details and 
decide if you want to attend or not.

The self-evaluation checklist for the student con-
sisted of “yes” or “no” questions concerning students’ 
ability to present main ideas clearly in Spanish with 
some details, to provide simple and easily comprehen-
sible questions and answers, to get the point without 
offending the other person, to use strategies to avoid 
unfamiliar language and compensate by using familiar 
language, and ultimately, to determine if the student 
was successful in completing the task.

The final task-supported role-play that took place 
in both groups was as follows:

 Person A. One of your classes is on Zoom. The 
professor has added you to a breakout room 
with Person B. You invite Person B to a Zoom 
coffee meeting after class and also request their 
notes. Your task is to convince your classmate 
to meet up later and give you their notes.

 Person B. One of your classes is on Zoom. The 
professor has added you to a breakout room 
with Person A, who asks you to have a Zoom 
coffee meeting and for your class notes. Your 
task is to turn down/refuse the note request 
and to instead invite Person A to another Zoom 
event of your choosing. 

The MCDCT used in this study was based on 
a Discourse Completion Test (DCT) created by Langer 
(2011) that measured three different speech acts: 
Invitations, requests, and refusals. Under these acts, 
a total of ten scenarios were formulated; three for 
the request, three for refusals, and four for the in-
vitation. 
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 An example is given below. 
 The participants will ask their close friends 

whether they can use their friends’ Spanish 
textbook. 

 A. ¿Me das tu libro?
 B. Quisiera tener tu libro, por favor.
 C. Por favor, dame tu libro.

The data regarding the motivation level of the 
learners towards task-based learning was acquired 
through Likert-scale questions. For this study, Likert 
questions were in the form of  statements in which 
the respondents had to show their agreement ranging 
from 1 to 4, with one indicating that the statement was 
“absolutely true” for the student, and four indicating 
that it was “not true at all.” A four-point scale was 
employed to force participants to express a positive 
or negative opinion. The questions were based on 
an L2 learner motivation survey created by Al Khalil 
(2011). There are 15 items in total, five to evaluate 
integrative motivation and ten to evaluate attitudes 
toward L2 learning.

 The following is an example:
 Studying Spanish is important to me because it 

will allow me to make friends among Spanish 
speakers.

At the end of the study, the final role-play conversa-
tion was analysed using criteria based on Félix-Bras-
defer (2018), García (2008), and Langer (2011), as to 
assign a pragmatic score (see Table 1). 

Statistical procedures
The procured data from the experiment and the 

survey were analysed using statistical tools. Descriptive 
statistics were calculated using Microsoft Excel to com-
pare the pre and post-motivation survey results, with 
a focus on the mode. Paired t-tests were performed 
to test the pre and post-MCDCT in the control and 
experiment groups. Post-to-post scores (control vs. ex-
perimental) on final role-play were obtained by applying 
unpaired t-tests. The effect size is procured using the 
unpaired t-test result from the final role-play. 

Results

In terms of the Likert-scale motivation survey, some 
positive movements in the mode were observed in 
the experimental group only. There were no negative 
changes observed. The control group did not undergo 
changes. For example, there was a 1-point increase on 
questions 6, 10, and 11. It is presented in Table 2.

Regarding the MCDCT, the paired t-test results in-
dicated an insignificant statistical difference in either 
group, using a significance level of .05 (see Table 3). 

Table 1
Types of conversations 

Invitations Requests Refusals

• Direct invitation
• Suggestive invitation
• Collective invitation
• Downplaying inconvenience
• Insistence 

• The level of courtesy matches the 
level of imposition (command or 
present tense for very low level vs. 
conditional for high level)

• Excuse/explanation
• Puts off the decision 

making until later

Source: author’s own work based on findings by Pragmatics & Discourse at Indiana University, C. Félix-Brasdefer, 2018 (https://prag-
matics.indiana.edu/speechacts); Different realizations of solidarity politeness: Comparing Venezuelan and Argentinean invita-
tions, C. García, 2008. In K. P. Schneider, & A. Barron (Eds.), Variational pragmatics: A focus on regional varieties in pluricentric lan-
guages (pp. 269–305), John Benjamins (https://doi.org/10.1075/pbns.178.13gar); The effects of pragmatic instruction in the Spanish 
language classroom (Unpublished doctoral dissertation), B. D. Langer, 2011, University of California.

Table 2 
Positive mode changes observed on the motivation survey

Question Statement Change

#6 Learning Spanish is really good 2-1

#10 Learning Spanish is one of the most important things for me as I grow as a person 3-2

#11 I like the atmosphere of my online Spanish class 3-2

Source: author’s own work. 

Table 3
MCDCT results

Control group Experimental group 

Mean Standard Deviation Mean Standard Deviation

Pre-test 32 16 Pre-test 40 15

Post-test 39 10 Post-test 44 16

t(9) = 1.65                                      p = 0.13 t(21) = 1                                           p = 0.33

Source: author’s own work. 
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Control group scores from pre-test (M = 32, SD = 16) 
and the post-test (M = 39, SD = 10); t(9) = 1.65, 
p = 0.13 indicate an insignificant statistical difference. 
Experimental group scores from pre-test (M = 40, 
SD = 15) and the post-test (M = 44, SD = 16); 
t(21) = 1, p = 0.33 indicate an insignificant statisti-
cal difference.

Finally, an insignificant difference between the 
score from the control and experimental group was 
observed in the final role-play when running an un-
paired t-test, as shown in Table 4. Scores from control 
(M = 59, SD = 36.12) and experimental (M = 75, 
SD = 30.58); t(14) = 0.192, p = 0.37 indicate an in-
significant statistical difference, using a significance 
level of 0.05. 

However, Cohen’s d effect size calculation using the 
final cumulative role-play resulted in the following:

d = (79.55 – 55) / 27.27 = 0.9

This is considered a “Large effect” in which 82% 
of students in the control would perform worse than 
students in the experimental group on a similar role-
play task, according to Coe (2002).

Discussion

The present research aimed at investigating the 
outcomes of using task-supported role plays on L2 
students’ intercultural pragmatic competence and 
motivation to learn the language. The objective of 
the experiment was to justify the pragmatic lessons 
in the classroom and enhance student motivation. The 
effect size findings indicate that the task-supported 
role-plays that students completed were effective in 
improving the pragmatics skills among Spanish L2 
learners when producing language during role-plays. 
However, this was not the case when recognising 
language on the MCDCT. Task-supported role plays 
may also increase student motivation and retention, 
though a longer intervention period may be required 
for more significant findings. 

Several previous studies have discussed the impor-
tance of pragmatic competence in the target language 
context and how to improve pragmatic competence 
among language learners (Allami & Naeimi, 2011; 
House, 2013). For example, Youn (2018) found that 
task-based learning was essential for language com-
munication and pragmatics. The findings from this 
present study are consistent with these previous 

studies regarding the impact of task-supported learn-
ing on pragmatic competence; however, these other 
studies were not conducted in the online teaching and 
learning contexts, nor were they focused exclusively 
on intercultural pragmatic competence. 

In this present study, when the control and experi-
mental groups were observed, it was found that the 
experimental group performed better than the control 
group when producing spoken language, according to 
the large effect size. Thus, the research findings are 
similar to the findings of Lou, Chen, and Chen (2016). 
Likewise, Pearson (2006) carried out a study in which 
a similar experiment was conducted for L2 learners as 
was carried out in the present research. The author tar-
geted 94 L2 learners of Spanish, in which they watched 

a scene from the video series Destino. The students 
were asked to identify four speech acts (thanks, apolo-
gies, commands, and requests). The students practiced 
these acts through role-plays. However, the students 
found the videos boring and outdated (not relevant to 
the present context). It indicates that while designing 
the role plays for L2 students, it should be ensured 
that the videos complement the context. A merely 
task-based approach is, therefore, not sufficient. 

It is important to support language learners to 
acquire intercultural pragmatic competence and thus 
enhance their motivational level. Motivation is neces-
sary to be maintained while successfully achieving 
second language learning goals. According to Kus-
nierek (2015), by using role-plays teachers promote 
real-world learning. It is the interaction among the 
learners with similar competence and language abili-
ties. Role plays motivate learners and teachers to take 
the initiative to interact constructively with other 
students involved in learning activities. 

According to Zhang and Papi (2021), students with 
high intrinsic motivation are more likely to acquire 
pragmatic competence earlier than students who lack 
it. However, it cannot be expected that all students 
from language classrooms have intrinsic motivation. 
The teacher has to create external factors related to 
improving pragmatic competence. Extrinsic motiva-
tion can be given through rewards, which leads to 
individual satisfaction and happiness. The task-based 
learning approach motivates students to communicate 
in order to complete a specific learning task. Accord-
ing to Tan et al. (2017), when the language learning 
experience is pleasurable and cultural-specific, it 
leads to positive outcomes of language learning and 
pragmatic competence. 

Table 4
Final role-play comparison between control and experimental groups

Control group Experimental group 

Mean Standard Deviation Mean Standard Deviation

59 36.12 75 30.58

t(14) = 0.192                               p = 0.37

Source: author’s own work.
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There are several challenges in task-based learn-
ing, especially in pragmatic competencies. Pragmat-
ics has been directly associated with the culture of 
the language, and therefore its competence depends 
upon the cultural literacy of the learners. According 
to Hamouda (2014), pragmatic failure is an unin-
tentional offensive action and error of the learners. 
However, it is not an intentional mistake. The cultural 
diversity and lack of awareness of pragmatic rules are 
the primary obstacles in realising the speech act in 
other cultures. Lack of appropriate media facilities 
can also cause a problem in language acquisition and 
the pragmatic competence process. Lack of time is 
another challenge. Due to time constraints, teach-
ers do not always include pragmatic instructions. 
Nevertheless, these challenges can be mitigated 
with appropriate strategies, such as through task-
supported role plays. Regardless of these challenges, 
the task-based model has shown to be effective, 
relevant and ideal in teaching languages to online 
L2 learners. 

Although the researchers tried to be multidimen-
sional in their approach, there are some limitations 
to the design. Therefore, it is highly recommended 
that future research overcomes them while carried 
out in the same area. 

Limitations

The first limitation is the sample size, which is con-
siderably small, making it more difficult to generalise 
the findings to larger populations. Only 32 Spanish 
learners participated in the experiment. A larger 
sample size means a larger volume of data. The larger 
sample size helps to obtain more precise and accurate 
mean values. For example, the mean value of 32 par-
ticipants would certainly differ with 100 participants, 
providing more accuracy. The larger sample size also 
enables being closer to the population, which helps 
to remove outliers or other data points. Due to these 
outliers, the data may be mispresented. 

The data collection period is another limitation of 
our research, as we collected data for one semester 
only. It was cross-sectional, one-time research. If the 
data of the whole year had been available, the find-
ings might be different, impacting the accuracy of 
the research. Considering this limitation, the author 
recommends procuring annual data. 

Additionally, pragmatics is culturally-focused. 
Cross-cultural pragmatics is also a separate topic of 
study. In the case of Spanish, there are various dia-
lects, with Spanish spoken in Spain, Latin America, 
Mexico, Caribbean countries, and other geographical 
zones. Though the language is the same, the culture 
may differ. For example, Mexican culture is different 
from Spanish culture. In such circumstances, the 
pragmatics taught in universities may not be applied 
while communicating with all Spanish-speaking 
regions. Hence, it is highly recommended that the 
pragmatic tasks be designed considering the target 
cultural context.

The assessment tool used in the research also has 
some limitations. In the experiment, the researcher 
divided the students into two groups, control and 
experimental, to observe their performance. However, 
a one-time experiment may lead to several errors, 
especially while assessing students’ language compe-
tence. Many participants are likely to be conscious if 
they realise that they are part of an experiment. The 
experiment method should have been supported with 
observation and interview methods. With the pres-
ence of these three assessment tools, the results could 
have been more accurate and spontaneous. 

The present research discussed a task-based ap-
proach in motivating students to acquire the Spanish 
language. However, the study did not focus on other 
motivational factors that are equally important. Sepa-
rate research can be conducted focusing on motiva-
tional factors behind the language learning process 
in the classroom. This study did also not focus on 
other dimensions of the task-based approach such as 
the duration of tasks, interest-generating ability, the 
effectiveness of individual, pair or group tasks etc. 
The focus was mainly on role-plays. However, several 
other tasks could be assessed. 

Conclusion

The present research analysed the success of 
task-supported role-plays in an online classroom on 
pragmatic competence and student motivation in the 
L2 Spanish context. Therefore, the author proposes 
role-plays as an effective task in the language acquisi-
tion process of learners specific to certain speech acts. 
These role-plays should be based on a real-world sce-
nario. Furthermore, previous studies have elucidated 
the significance of the task-based approach. The shift 
from the presentation-practice-production model 
(teachers-centric traditional learning approach) to 
the interactive task-based approach may increase the 
motivation level of students. The approach is based 
on the active learning principle in which students 
need motivation. If students lack intrinsic motivation, 
teachers have to create such a motivational learning 
environment. The researcher gathered evidence to 
suggest the significance of the task-based approach 
in increasing the ability to produce speech acts dur-
ing role-play; certain motivation points were also 
impacted. 

Considering the changing needs of students, prag-
matics should be taught in an online L2 classroom with 
a task-based approach. However, several challenges 
and issues need to be addressed while using a task-
based approach. First, teachers should be trained in 
pragmatic teaching (Vellenga, 2011). Second, they 
must have the knowledge and skills to design tasks 
for students (Bryfonski, 2021). Interesting tasks 
should engage students and motivate them to learn 
the language. Finally, teachers should be supported 
within their departments to implement curricular 
changes that help students improve their pragmatic 
competencies through task-supported learning.
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Abstract

An analysis of literature shows that higher education institutions can actively influence the 
development of students’ cultural intelligence (CQ) and thus express their social responsi-
bility. The article’s main aim is to diagnose the level of cultural intelligence among students 
of public economics universities in Poland and to determine the relationship between 
CQ and factors such as field of study, degree, and gender. This article was developed us-
ing research methods such as literature analysis, organizational documentation analysis, 
participant observation, and a Computer-Assisted Web Interview (CAWI) survey. The 
respondents were second-year full-time students, both bachelor and master’s degree, of 
two majors: Management and International Economic Relations (in Polish Międzynarodowe 
Stosunki Gospodarcze – MSG for short). The study shows that the cultural intelligence 
of students of public economics universities in Poland is relatively high. No influence of 
gender on CQ was determined. Contrary to assumptions, it was not observed that MSG 
studies influence students’ CQ development. The correlation between the degree of 
reflection and the level of cultural intelligence differs depending on the field of study. At 
each of the three universities studied, no significant differences were found in the overall 
level of cultural intelligence between students of the two studied majors. 

Keywords: cultural intelligence, factors of cultural intelligence, university, social respon-
sibility of higher education institutions, student

Introduction

According to the European Commission report “The World in 2025”, a higher 
education institution (HEI for short) should take into account the complex problems 
of the modern world, such as limited resources, climate change, ageing societies, 
environmental degradation (European Commission, 2009). In addition to the teaching 
and research functions, referred to in the scientific literature as the first and second 
missions, a contemporary HEI is entrusted with building and developing relations with 
the environment, referred to as the third mission. Moreover, it is expected to be socially 
responsible in the same way as the commercial sector. This is confirmed not only in 
voluntary regulations created at the initiative of higher education institutions (e.g. The 
Principles of Responsible Management Education-PRME, The Talloires Declaration), but 
also in the acts regulating the functioning of universities. In Poland, Article 3 point 2 of 
the Law on Higher Education and Science states that “The system of higher education 
and science shall operate in accordance with international standards, principles of ethics 
and good practices in education and scientific activities, with particular regard to the 
social responsibility of science” (Ustawa z dnia 20 lipca 2018 r. Prawo o Szkolnictwie 
Wyższym i Nauce, 2018). 

A socially responsible university is an organization serving the environment (Leja, 
2008), engaging in community development, innovation development and human 
capital formation (Boucher et al., 2003; Chirileasa, 2013), developing students’ social 
awareness, including basic social competences, understanding the need for participa-
tion, providing social contribution, and an ability to perceive and solve significant 
problems (Berman, 1990). An essential aspect of the social responsibility of universi-
ties is the development of professional competencies desired by the market. It should 
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be noted that multiculturalism, work at the point 
where cultures converge, has become a distinctive 
feature of the current labor market. Organizations 
need people with strong adaptive skills to cope with 
unpredictable work situations and adapt to diverse 
social contexts (Pulakos et al., 2000; Suharti et al., 
2019). Not to be underestimated in these conditions 
is cultural intelligence (CQ for short). One of the ma-
nifestations of a university’s social responsibility will 
be the development of students’ cultural intelligence, 
which companies expect from their employees.

Earley and Ang (2003) defined cultural intelligence 
as adapting to different cultural realities. CQ refers 
to the traits and skills by which people adapt quickly 
and with minimal stress to interactions in cultures 
other than the one in which they were socialized 
(Brislin et al., 2006; Thomas et al., 2008). This type 
of intelligence helps people adapt to multicultural 
environments and cope with stress, cultural barriers, 
and difficulties in cross-cultural communication and 
interaction (Le et al., 2018). Ng, Van Dyne, and Ang 
(2012) identify four core dimensions/components 
of CQ: metacognitive, cognitive, motivational, and 
behavioral. The metacognitive dimension reflects 
individuals’ thought processes to acquire and under-
stand cultural knowledge, including knowledge of 
and control over individual culture-related thought 
processes. The cognitive dimension of CQ reflects 
knowledge of the standards, practices and conven-
tions of different cultures, gained both through educa-
tion and personal experience. The motivational extent 
of CQ demonstrates the ability to direct attention and 
energy towards learning and functioning in situations 
characterized by cultural differences. The behavioral 
dimension of CQ reflects the ability to take appropri-
ate verbal and non-verbal actions when interacting 
with people from different cultures.

Students’ cultural intelligence – a review of current 
research

The level of cultural intelligence of university stu-
dents has been the focus of many researchers. Mahas-
neh, Gazo and Al-Adamat (2019) compared the level 
of cultural intelligence among teachers and university 
students. They also tested whether there were sta-
tistically significant gender differences in the level of 
cultural intelligence. Mejri (2019) sought to determine 
whether American first-year college students’ political 
party affiliation and level of cultural intelligence are 
related to social distance from international students. 
Other studies have analyzed the relationships between 
CQ and social and emotional intelligence (Social Skills 
Inventory), personality (Big Five), and self-assessment 
of students’ cross-cultural experiences (Ang et al., 
2006; Star ević et al., 2017; Ward et al., 2009). The 
relationships between the level of CQ and adaptability 
of international exchange students were analyzed 
(Suharti et al., 2019; Tamannaeifar and Hesampour, 
2016). Crowne (2013) attempted to determine how dif-
ferent cultural exposures affect emotional intelligence 
and cultural intelligence. Shannon and Begley (2008) 

noted that international work experience predicts 
CQ. Crown reached similar conclusions, saying that 
cultural exposure, taking place in employment and 
education abroad, influences CQ (Crowne, 2008). She 
emphasized the importance of the depth of exposure, 
i.e. the number of countries a person has visited for 
educational and professional purposes. Takeuchi 
and Tarique (2008) have shown that the number and 
length of international experiences students have 
had before entering university (even at a young age) 
positively affects cultural intelligence. Hartini et al. 
(2017) proposed a conceptual model regarding the 
impact of CQ on student engagement, particularly 
international students. Some researchers have tried 
to explain the role that factors related to education 
play in the development of CQ (Eisenberg et al., 2013; 
Robledo-Ardila et al., 2016). 

There is relatively little research on the level of cul-
tural intelligence of students coming from Central and 
Eastern Europe. In Romania, the cultural intelligence 
of business students was studied by Brancu, Munteanu 
and Golet (2016). In Croatia, Bobanovic and Grzinic 
(2019) measured Juraj Dobril University students’ CQ 
in Pula studying tourism. On the other hand, in Po-
land, research related to the subject was conducted 
by Barzykowski, Majda, Szkup and Przyłęcki (2019), 
Kolano and Olszewski (2011), and Piwowarczyk (2016). 
The first team focused on the relationship between 
the level of CQ and the evaluation of experiences with 
other cultures and subjectively assessed success in 
intercultural contacts (respondents were university 
students and graduates from countries such as Poland, 
Lithuania, Hungary). Members of the second team 
investigated the possibility of applying the concept of 
cultural intelligence in medical education in Poland. 
Piwowarczyk (2016) pointed to the exemplary tools 
serving to improve students’ cultural intelligence, such 
as the selection of content, forms and teaching meth-
ods and adoption of the right attitude by the teacher, 
who should be a representative and interpreter of 
foreign culture at the same time. 

Because of the perceived research gap, it was 
decided to conduct research with the main objective 
of diagnosing the level of cultural intelligence of stu-
dents of public economics universities in Poland and 
to determine the relationship between CQ and factors 
such as field of study, degree and gender. 

Theoretical foundation and development 
of hypotheses

Numerous studies assessing the impact of academic 
courses in intercultural management on students’ CQ 
(Eisenberg et al., 2013; MacNab, 2012; Putranto et al., 
2015, Ramsey & Lorenz, 2016) prove that education 
has a positive effect on CQ. This article examined the 
relationship between CQ and the field of study in Polish 
public universities of economics. The majors chosen 
for the study are those found at all public universities 
of economics: Management and International Eco-
nomic Relations (in Polish Międzynarodowe Stosunki 
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Gospodarcze – MSG for short). Both majors educate 
students in soft competencies, which are particularly 
important in advancing the internationalization of 
economic activity. While the Management major lacks 
courses in cultural conditions of conducting business 
activity, students in the MSG major participate in such 
courses. The MSG program is designed to support 
cultural intelligence and skills related to teamwork 
in international teams. In the MSG bachelor degree, 
students attend such semester courses as International 
Business and International Human Resources Manage-
ment. The MSG master’s degree covers subjects such 
as Cultural Aspects of International Business and 
Etiquette in International Business. An analysis of the 
syllabuses indicates that all these courses are taught 
using interactive lectures, exercises and case studies. 
Thus, they are not only theoretical but also practical in 
nature. It could be argued that MSG studies foster the 
development of cognitive/metacognitive, motivational 
and behavioral competencies required for effective 
cultural interaction (MacNab, 2012). The following 
hypothesis was formulated:

 H1:  MSG students have higher cultural intelligence than 
Management students. 

The level of cultural intelligence can be influenced 
by the study program and the period during which 
the student acquires different types of international 
experience (both academic and professional). As 
a result, the CQ of a master’s degree student should 
be higher than the CQ of a bachelor degree student. 
This difference results from the description of the 
course and the profile of the bachelor degree and 
master’s degree student. Therefore, it is possible to 
pose a hypothesis:
 
 H2a:  Master’s degree MSG students have higher CQ 

than bachelor degree MSG students.
 H2b:  Master’s degree Management students have higher 

IC than bachelor degree Management students.
As the HEIs selected for the study are exclusively 

public HEIs located in large cities with similar cur-
ricula and offering equal opportunities for students 
to gain experience and develop cultural competencies 
(for example through student exchange programs, 
lectures by visiting professors, international student 
organizations, international academic projects), 
a similar level of CQ of students at all the HEIs studied 
was assumed.

 H3a:  There are no significant differences in the overall 
level of cultural intelligence between MSG stu-
dents of the studied universities.

 H3b:  There are no significant differences in the general 
level of cultural intelligence between students ma-
joring in Management at the studied universities.

Previous research on the relationship between CQ 
and gender is inconclusive. Studies by Keavanloo, 
Seyedahmadi, Mokhtari (2013) indicated that there 
were statistically significant gender differences in cul-
tural intelligence in favor of men. According to Boba-

novic and Grzinic (2019), women and men differ in 
their level of cultural intelligence, with women show-
ing more significant sophistication in the behavioral 
component of CQ. In a study by Bücker et al. (2015) 
women had higher CQ scores than men, and were 
better equipped to develop this type of intelligence. 
According to the authors, the higher CQ of women 
than men makes them effective in cross-cultural com-
munication. In contrast, studies by Mahasneh et al. 
(2019), Al-Jarrah (2016), Engle and Nehrt (2012), Ward 
and Fischer (2008) did not demonstrate statistically 
significant gender differences in cultural intelligence. 
Taking this into account, it was decided to investigate 
this issue in the conditions of Polish universities.

 H4:  Women, regardless of the university they attended, 
show higher cultural intelligence than men.

Materials and methods 

CAWI surveys were conducted in November – De-
cember 2020, and before they were conducted permis-
sion was obtained on 11.05.2020 from the Cultural 
Intelligence Center to use the Cultural Intelligence 
Scale (CQS) to collect research data and publish the 
results in scientific journals. The CQS consists of 20 
items covering the four dimensions of CQ: four meta-
cognitive (I am conscious of the cultural knowledge 
I use when interacting with people with different 
cultural backgrounds;

I adjust my cultural knowledge as I interact with 
people from a culture that is unfamiliar to me; 
I am conscious of the cultural knowledge I apply to 
cross-cultural interactions; I check the accuracy of 
my cultural knowledge as I interact with people from 
different cultures), six cognitive (I know the legal and 
economic systems of other cultures; I know the rules 
e.g., vocabulary, grammar of other languages; I know 
the cultural values and religious beliefs of other cul-
tures; I know the marriage systems of other cultures; 
I know the arts and crafts of other cultures; I know 
the rules for expressing non-verbal behaviors in other 
cultures), five motivational (I enjoy interacting with 
people from different cultures; I am confident that 
I can socialize with locals in a culture that is unfamil-
iar to me; I am sure I can deal with the stresses of 
adjusting to a culture that is new to me; I enjoy living 
in cultures that are unfamiliar to me; I am confident 
that I can get accustomed to the shopping conditions 
in a different culture) and five behavioral (I change my 
verbal behavior, e.g., accent, tone, when a cross-cul-
tural interaction requires it; I use pause and silence 
differently to suit different cross-cultural situations; 
I vary the rate of my speaking when a cross-cultural 
situation requires it; I change my non-verbal behavior 
when a cross-cultural situation requires it; I alter my 
facial expressions when a cross-cultural interaction 
requires it). Each of the four dimensions was rated on 
a Likert scale from one to seven (1 = strongly disagree, 
7 = strongly agree). The respondents were second-
year full-time students, both first and second degree, of 
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two majors: Management and International Economic 
Relations. No incentive was offered to participate in 
the study. Prior to data collection, the rectors of all 
five public universities of economics in Poland, i.e. 
in Wroclaw, Warsaw, Krakow, Poznan and Katowice, 
agreed to conduct the study. The questionnaires were 
sent by internal mail to all students of the analyzed 
years and faculties. Finally, out of 202 completed 
questionnaires, 155 were selected for analysis (85 
questionnaires from Wroclaw University of Economics, 
35 from Poznan University of Economics and 35 from 
Krakow University of Economics). Questionnaires from 
UE Katowice and SGH Warsaw (in total 15 question-
naires) were rejected due to insufficient sample size, 
which prevented proper statistical analysis, inference 
and generalization. Another 32 questionnaires were 
omitted due to lack of data or biased responses. 

Results

As part of the statistical analyses conducted, Cron-
bach’s Alpha coefficient was calculated to measure the 
reliability of the research questionnaire. Reliability 
tests were needed because the questionnaire was 
translated into Polish and used in a different culture 
and at another time than in previous studies. A value of 
0.9 for the major scale was accepted as an acceptable 
limit for scale reliability in educational measurement. 
Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient for the whole IC scale of 
the translated questionnaire was 0.93. To test hypoth-
esis H1 stating that MSG students have a higher level 
of cultural intelligence than Management students, an 
analysis using a t-test for independent samples was 
conducted. This analysis showed no direct effect and 
thus no significant differences between MSG students 
(M = 96.7; SD = 16.4) and Management students 
(M = 95.8; SD = 17.4) in terms of cultural intelligence 
t(153) = 0.3, Cohen’s d = 0.05. Hypothesis H1: MSG 
students have higher cultural intelligence than Man-
agement students was not confirmed.

To test the hypothesis that MSG master’s degree 
students have a higher level of cultural intelligence 
compared to MSG bachelor degree students, an 
analysis was conducted using the Mann-Whitney U 
test for independent samples (due to non-homoge-
neous variance). The results of this analysis showed 
a statistically insignificant effect of degree and thus 
no difference between master’s degree students 
(M = 95.29; SD = 20.86) and bachelor degree stu-
dents (M = 97.31; SD = 14.36) in terms of cultural 
intelligence Z = 0.41, ni. Hypothesis H2a: Master’s 
degree MSG students have higher CQ than bachelor 
degree MSG students was not confirmed.

To test whether master’s degree Management 
students have a higher level of cultural intelligence 
than bachelor degree Management students, an 
analysis was conducted using a t-test for indepen-
dent samples. The results of this analysis showed 
a statistically significant effect of degree of study and 
thus a difference between master’s degree students 
(M = 91.9; SD = 18) and bachelor degree students 

(M = 100; SD = 15.7) in terms of cultural intelligence 
t(97) = 2.46, p < 0.02, Cohen’s d = 0.5. Thus, it can 
be concluded that Management students differ in 
their level of CQ depending on their degree of study, 
the opposite of the hypothesis. It turns out that it is 
the bachelor degree students who have a higher level 
of CQ than the master’s degree students. Hypothesis 
H2b: Master’s degree Management students have 
higher CQ than bachelor degree Management students 
was not confirmed.

To check whether MSG students of particular uni-
versities differ in the general level of CQ, a one-way 
analysis of variance was performed, which showed 
a statistically insignificant effect of the variable uni-
versity F(2, 53) = 0.39, ni., eta2 = 0.01. Students 
of particular universities have a similar level of C: 
UE Wroclaw (M = 98.56; SD = 15.12), UE Krakow 
(M = 95.83; SD = 20.39), UE Poznan (M = 93.55; 
SD = 12.72). In conclusion, MSG students studying at 
the three universities considered have similar levels of 
cultural intelligence. Hypothesis H3a: No significant 
differences in the overall level of cultural intelligence 
between MSG students of the universities studied 
were confirmed.

A one-way analysis of variance was conducted to 
test whether there are differences between the MSG 
students of the three universities studied in terms of 
the level of the different dimensions that make up 
cultural intelligence, i.e. the metacognitive, cogni-
tive, motivational and behavioral dimensions for the 
independent groups. This analysis showed:

• statistically insignificant effect of the variable 
university in the metacognitive dimension 
F(2, 53) = 0.13, ni., eta2 = 0.01. Students 
of individual universities have a similar level 
of IC in the metacognitive dimension: UE 
Wroclaw (M = 20.93; SD = 4.16), UE Krakow 
(M = 20.94; SD = 5.18), UE Poznan (M = 20.18; 
SD = 2.86),

• statistically insignificant effect of the vari-
able university in the cognitive dimension F(2, 
53) = 0.3, ni., eta2 = 0.01. Students of particu-
lar universities have a similar level of IC in the 
cognitive dimension: UE Wroclaw (M = 26.15; 
SD = 4.66), UE Krakow (M = 25.11; SD = 6.52), 
UE Poznan (M = 26.55; SD = 4.91),

• statistically insignificant effect of the vari-
able university in the motivational dimension, 
F(2, 53) = 1.3, ni., eta2 = 0.05. Students of 
particular universities have a similar level of 
IC in the motivational dimension: UE Wro-
claw (M = 25, 89; SD = 5.45), UE Krakow 
(M = 26.22; SD = 5.65), UE Poznan (M = 22.91; 
SD = 6.77),

• statistically insignificant effect of the variable 
university in the behavioral dimension F(2, 
53) = 0.5, ni., eta2 = 0.02. Students of particu-
lar universities have a similar level of IC in the 
behavioral dimension UE Wroclaw (M = 25.59; 
SD = 6.13), UE Krakow (M = 23.56; SD = 9.21), 
UE Poznan (M = 23.91; SD = 5.7).
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In conclusion, in each of the four dimensions, 
MSG students studying at the three universities 
considered have similar levels of the components of 
Cultural Intelligence. To test whether the Manage-
ment students of the different universities differ in 
their level of CQ, a one-way analysis of variance was 
performed, which showed the effect of the university 
variable at the trend level F(2,96) = 2.89, p < 0.07, 
eta2 = 0.06. Post hoc comparisons using the Bonfer-
roni test showed no differences between the students 
of the different universities. These differences were 
demonstrated using the NIR test. It showed that 
students of UE Wroclaw have the lowest level of CQ 
(M = 92.38; SD = 17.99) and differ on a statistically 
significant level (p < 0.05) from students of UE Poznan 
(M = 100.63; SD = 14.42), and from students of UE 
Krakow (M = 100.94; SD = 17.32) on the level of trend 
(p < 0.08). It was also investigated whether there were 
differences between the Management students of the 
universities studied in terms of the various dimensions 
that make up cultural intelligence. For this purpose, 
a one-way analysis of variance for independent groups 
was conducted. This analysis showed:

• statistically insignificant effect of the variable 
university in the metacognitive dimension 
F(2, 96) = 2.07, ni., eta2 = 0.04. Students 
of individual universities have a similar level 
of CQ in the metacognitive dimension: UE 
Wroclaw (M = 20.69; SD = 3.89), UE Krakow 
(M = 21.29; SD = 4.19), UE Poznan (M = 22.54; 
SD = 3.01),

• statistically insignificant effect of the vari-
able university in the cognitive dimension F(2, 
96) = 2.19, ni., eta2 = 0.04. Students of partic-
ular universities have a similar level of CQ in the 
cognitive dimension: UE Wroclaw (M = 24.6; 
SD = 6.22), UE Krakow (M = 24.71; SD = 6.74), 
UE Poznan (M = 27.54; SD = 4.44),

• statistically insignificant effect of the vari-
able university in the motivational dimension 
F(2, 96) = 2.0392, ni., eta2 = 0.04. Students 
of particular universities have a similar level 
of CQ in the motivational dimension: UE 
Wroclaw (M = 23.22; SD = 6.8), UE Krakow 
(M = 26.71; SD = 6.94), UE Poznan (M = 25.13; 
SD = 6.17),

• statistically significant effect of the variable 
university on the behavioral dimension F(2, 
96) = 3.44, p < 0.04, eta2 = 0.07. The level of 
CQ in the behavioral dimension: UE Wroclaw 
(M = 23,86; SD = 6,49), UE Krakow (M = 28,24; 
SD = 5,74), UE Poznan (M = 25,42; SD =5,37).

In conclusion, in the behavioral dimension, differ-
ences were noted between the Management students 
of the three universities studied. In the other dimen-
sions, students, regardless of university, have similar 
levels of the components of Cultural Intelligence. 
Hypothesis H3b stating that there are no significant 
differences in the overall level of Cultural Intelligence 
between the Management students of the studied 
universities was confirmed. 

In order to verify the hypothesis that women have 
a higher level of cultural intelligence compared to 
men, an analysis was conducted using the t-test for 
independent samples. The results of this analysis 
showed no gender effect and thus no differences 
between women (M = 94.97; SD = 17.2) and men 
(M = 98.43; SD = 16.56) in terms of cultural intel-
ligence t(153) = 1.2, ni., Cohen’s d = 0.2. Hypothesis 
H4, stating that women, regardless of the university 
studied, show higher cultural intelligence than men, 
was not confirmed. 

Discussion

The study results did not support the assumption 
that studying MSG translates into higher levels of CQ 
for students. This conclusion applies to each of the 
three universities studied. For an explanation of this 
state of affairs, one can refer to the study of Brancu et 
al. (2016), who found that globalization, new technol-
ogies and media have led to a relative homogenization 
of the CQ profile. As a result, the influence of these 
factors on the CQ level is stronger than the influence 
of the diversity of the field of study. Undoubtedly, 
open-mindedness is an essential moderator of course 
effectiveness. Individuals who are open to new expe-
riences and tolerant of different cultural norms and 
practices benefit more from a training intervention 
than individuals who do not possess this personality 
trait (Fischer, 2011). This study omitted the influence 
of this factor, so it is not entirely clear how strongly 
it influenced the results. 

What is puzzling is the lack of statistically signifi-
cant differences in the overall level of CQ between 
bachelor degree and master’s degree MSG students 
and the statistically significant differences in the level 
of CQ between bachelor degree and master’s degree 
Management students. In the latter case, it appeared 
that it was the bachelor degree Management students 
who had higher CQ. Thus, it was erroneous to assume 
that an MSG student has richer international academic/
professional experience that translates into a higher 
level of CQ. In the search for a possible explanation for 
the results obtained, it is worth noting two issues: the 
quality of the courses and the student’s involvement 
in building relationships and developing international 
experience.

The lack of longitudinal studies makes it impos-
sible to draw direct conclusions about the quality of 
the implemented courses. The author of the study, 
as an academic teacher with 20 years of experience, 
additionally acting as a tutor in the BIPS programme 
(Business Individual Study Programme) and supervi-
sor of the Enactus scientific circle, has made some 
observations related to the process of engaging 
students in building relations and acquiring foreign 
experience. They show that students in the three-year 
Bachelor’s program are more willing than students 
in the Master’s program to get involved in various 
university projects to build networks, including 
international contacts. This includes not only activi-
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ties in international student organizations, but also 
participation in foreign exchanges, which is of consid-
erable importance in shaping CQ. Indeed, a literature 
analysis shows that student exchange programs help 
prepare individuals to work effectively in a culturally 
diverse environment (Azevedo, 2018), serve holistic 
development through exposure to the challenges of 
living and working in a foreign environment (Leung 
et al., 2008), and as a result foster an increase in stu-
dents’ CQ. Meanwhile, master’s degree students tend 
to focus on active job search and alienate themselves 
from the university and the academic community, 
and thus do not take full advantage of the oppor-
tunity to develop CQ. There is another explanation 
for this result. Gannon and Poon (1997) observed 
that it is not the lack of international experience 
but this experience itself that makes older students 
more realistic about the possibility of conflicts and 
misunderstandings in intercultural interactions, 
which in turn translates into a lower willingness to 
effectively interact with people from different cultural 
backgrounds and, consequently, the motivational di-
mension of CQ. Similar conclusions were reached by 
Fischer (2011), who noted that a series of lectures on 
intercultural management fosters awareness of gaps 
in one’s cultural knowledge. In turn, the shift from 
unconscious to conscious incompetence results in 
a decrease in self-reported cognitive and metacogni-
tive dimensions of CQ. 

The study was designed based on the assumption 
that since the three surveyed universities are public 
schools, similar in size, located in large cities, with 
similar curricula and offering equal opportunities 
for students to gain experience and develop cultural 
competencies, the level of CQ of students at these 

three universities will be similar. Meanwhile, while in 
the case of the MSG major, this assumption proved 
to be true, in the case of Management, students at 
one of the surveyed universities differ statistically 
significantly from the other two.

A comparative analysis was conducted to deter-
mine how the individual dimensions of CQ of Polish 
students compare to students from other European 
countries (Table 1). The results of the study were 
used in the analysis: Brancu et al. (2016), focusing on 
Romanian students, Bobanovic and Grzinic (2019) sur-
veying Croatian students and Eisenberg et al. (2013), 
studying students from Austria. As can be seen, the 
CQ levels of students from Austria and Poland were 
higher than those from the other two countries. To 
indicate the reasons for this, more extensive research 
is needed in an international context. In each of the 
countries analyzed, the metacognitive dimension was 
the best developed. Students from Poland and Austria 
were found to have higher levels of this dimension 
than students from the other two universities. The 
motivational extent was ranked second in the studies 
of Brancu et al. (2016), Bobanovic and Grzinic (2019) 
and Eisenberg et al. (2013). This place of the motiva-
tional dimension was confirmed in the majors at MSG 
Wroclaw, MSG Krakow and Management Krakow. In 
the case of MSG Poznan, Management Wroclaw and 
Management Poznan, the behavioral dimension came 
second. The least developed CQ was, at most of the 
compared universities, in the cognitive dimension. 
Similar to the studies of Mahasneh et al. (2019), Al-Jar-
rah (2016), Engle and Nehrt (2012), Ward and Fischer 
(2008), no statistically significant differences were 
found in the cultural intelligence of Polish students 
by gender. 

Table 1
Average values for particular dimensions of cultural intelligence – comparison of research results from Romania, Croatia, Austria 
and Poland

Dimensions 
of CQ

Poland*
Brancu L. et 
al. (2016), 
Romania**

Bobanovic 
M. K. and 
Grzinic 

J. (2019), 
Croatia***

Eisenberg J. 
et al. (2013), 
Austria****MSG  

Wroclaw
MSG

Krakow
MSG

Poznan

Manage-
ment

Wrocław

Manage-
ment

 Krakow

Manage-
ment

Poznan

Metacognitive 5.23 5.23 5.04 5.17 5.32 5.63 3.98 4.10 5.12

Cognitive 4.36 4.18 4.42 4.10 4.12 4.59 2.99 3.68 4.55

Motivational 5.18 5.24 4.58 4.64 5.34 5.03 4.00 4.00 5.56

Behavioral 5.12 4.71 4.78 4.77 5.65 5.08 3.47 3.61 4.93

Note.
 *  In order to ensure comparability of results, the arithmetic averages given earlier for individual dimensions of CQ of Polish stu-

dents were divided by the number of items per dimension. For the metacognitive dimension it was 4, cognitive – 6, motivational 
– 5, behavioral – 5.

 **  Comparisons were made with students who completed courses in intercultural management; the result was rounded off to two 
decimal places.

 ***  Comparisons are made with results of management students who completed courses in intercultural management (post-test 
results).

 **** To compare results of students who completed courses in intercultural management (post-test results).
Source: author’s own work.
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Conclusions

The level of cultural intelligence of students of 
public economics universities in Poland is relatively 
high compared to students from Croatia and Roma-
nia. The influence of the MSG major on the level of 
CQ was not confirmed. The correlation between the 
degree of study and the level of cultural intelligence 
differs depending on the field of study. At each of the 
three studied universities, no significant differences 
were found in the overall level of cultural intelligence 
between students of the studied majors. Although 
the subject of the research was not the quality of the 
courses, the lack of statistically significant differences 
between the CQ of MSG and Management students 
makes us reflect on the curriculum of the MSG course. 
This major is oriented towards the development of 
knowledge, attitudes and skills required for effective 
cultural interaction, so potentially also for the effect 
of CQ. Perhaps we are dealing here with the short 
internationalization of the MSG program at all the 
universities surveyed.

The literature analysis shows that higher education 
institutions can actively influence the development 
of students’ CQ and thus express their social respon-
sibility. However, it should be emphasized that the 
responsibility for the success of this process lies with 
both parties. If the student does not learn foreign lan-
guages, is not open to new experiences, and does not 
seek opportunities for intercultural interaction, the 
actions taken by universities may not be sufficient. 
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Boosting creativity in co-creation 
with consumers in the fuzzy front-
end of new product development: 
A literature review and organising 
framework

Abstract

Interest in consumer co-creation in the fuzzy front-end of the new product development 
(NPD) process has increased in recent years. It is generally acknowledged that integrating 
consumers into collaborative idea generation leverages the potential of social interac-
tions, knowledge sharing and collective creativity, and it may improve the success of NPD. 
Despite extensive literature on value co-creation, little is known about how creativity can 
be enhanced and encouraged in this process. Based on a thorough literature review, the 
author develops an organising framework and six propositions on how creativity can be 
stimulated at the fuzzy front-end of the innovation process. By exploring the relevant 
literature, this study extends the understanding of the role that creativity plays in co-crea-
tion for NPD and provides some guidelines that may help boost the creative output and 
interest in co-creation activities during the development stage of an idea.

Keywords: creativity, co-creation, new product development, idea generation, ideation

Introduction

Creativity is considered to be an important organisational resource (Styhre & Sun-
dgren, 2005; de Vasconcellos et al., 2019), which is to a great extent a determinant of 
new product success (Sethi et al., 2001; Xu, 2020) – to gain advantage a firm needs to 
effectively innovate, that is to implement more creative ideas than its competitors (Im 
et al., 2013), as any innovation invariably begins with new ideas, regardless of whether 
they are sourced externally or internally (O’Brien, 2020). These innovation capabilities 
are no longer limited by the boundaries of the organisation (Chesbrough, 2006; West & 
Bogers, 2017). Creative ideas can be also acquired externally from suppliers, customers 
or rivals and blended together with internal ideas (Chesbrough, 2012; Chesbrough et 
al., 2018). One source of external ideas are consumers (Hoyer et al., 2010; Roberts & 
Darler, 2017), who can potentially add value to the firm’s innovation process (Füller et 
al., 2012; Loureiro et al., 2020; Payne et al., 2008). In this sense consumers can be used 
as a simple source of ideas for new products (von Hippel, 2005) or can be transformed 
into active partners with whom ideas are co-created through dialogue (Sawhney et al., 
2005). The underlying assumption is that creativity as a key resource can be acquired 
directly from consumers through co-creation (Djelassi & Decoopman, 2013). With 
this in mind, companies should ensure that the process of co-creation is conducive to 
creative behaviour, which means that creative thinking is encouraged and supported. 
Many studies show that creativity can, to a large extent, be enhanced (Sternberg, 
2019). However, a thorough review of extant literature showed that little attention is 
being paid to how creativity can be fostered in consumer co-creation for new product 
development. Herein we address this research gap by exploring the relevant literature 
and transposing selected findings to the praxis of co-creation. 
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The role of consumers in NPD, further defined 
as “a systematic process in which ideas are con-
verted into commercial products” (Guzel et al., 2020, 
p. 1048; Costa & do Vale, 2018), has changed over the 
last decade. Firstly, the concept of customer centricity 
has shifted the marketing perspective from serving 
customer segments to delivering unique value to 
customers considered as individuals (Chesbrough, 
2017; Piller et al., 2010). Secondly, the emergence of 
the open innovation paradigm has allowed companies 
to cross boundaries of the organisation to explore, 
assimilate and exploit external sources of ideas 
(Chesbrough, 2006; Chesbrough et al., 2018; West & 
Bogers, 2017). Thirdly, the advent of service-dominant 
logic revealed that value is always co-created in inter-
actions among producers and consumers (Boukhris 
et al., 2017; Vargo et al., 2008). Lastly, technology, 
especially social media, has allowed for knowledge 
transfer on a scale heretofore unknown (Zhang et al., 
2020). Consequently, once passive, consumers have 
now become empowered (Fuchs et al., 2010; Nguyen 
et al., 2020) and active participants of the innovation 
process (Hoyer et al., 2010; Roberts et al., 2022). 

According to recent literature reviews (Galvagno 
& Dalli, 2014; Leclercq et al., 2016; Ranjan & Read, 
2016; Tran, 2017), co-creation can occur in a variety 
of contexts and a broad range of applications (e.g. 
branding, innovation). Moreover, it comes in many 
forms, e.g. crowdsourcing (Rayna & Striukova, 2015); 
it can be classified into numerous categories, e.g.: 
co-conception of ideas, co-design (Frow et al., 2015); 
it may take on a variety of forms, e.g.: competitions, 
gamification (Mazurek-Łopacińska, 2021; Patricio et 
al., 2020); and it is possible to be ventured in both 
virtual and non-virtual environments (Kohler et al., 
2011). One context, which has received particular 
attention, is NPD, in which co-creation is defined as 
“a collaborative NPD activity in which customers 
actively contribute and/or select various elements of 
a new product offering” (Hoyer et al., 2010, p. 287; 
Morgan et al., 2021; O’Hern & Rindfleisch, 2010). This 
active collaboration can appear either at the front end 
(idea generation and concept development) or at the 
back end (product design and testing) of the innova-
tion process (Piller et al., 2010), as well as across all 
stages of the NPD process (Hemonnet-Goujot et al., 
2020; Hoyer et al., 2010). It is suggested that co-crea-
tion can provide an opportunity to humanise the NPD 
process (Roberts & Darler, 2017).

Active involvement of consumers in NPD reflects 
some underlying assumptions. Firstly, it is believed 
that ideas generated through co-creation will mirror 
complex consumer needs more closely and will be 
more likely valued by consumers (Hoyer et al., 2010; 
Mahr et al., 2014; Witell et al., 2011). Secondly, need 
information and solution information are often ‘sticky’ 

– the costs of transferring information in a usable 
form from the source to a specified site is often high 
(von Hippel, 2005). Thirdly, counterintuitively, ideas 
generated by ordinary consumers can be more original 
than ideas developed by professionals (Kristensson et 
al., 2004; Kristensson & Magnusson, 2010; Poetz & 
Schreier, 2012). And lastly, the literature suggests that 
co-creation in NPD is beneficial also to consumers, as it 
leads to a better fulfilment of their needs and provides 
other benefits, such as social, learning, and hedonic 
(Gemser & Perks, 2015; Zare et al., 2019). 

Creativity for new product development

Creativity has proved to be a complex phenom-
enon. Despite ongoing debates, creativity is frequently 
conceptualised as an outcome – that is, the production 
of novel and useful ideas (Amabile & Pratt, 2016; Runco 
& Jaeger, 2012; Stein, 1953). However, more recently 
researchers have begun to highlight the need for 
more dynamic conceptions of creativity to account 
for the fact that the assessment of creative outcomes 
is subjective, context-dependent, time-related and 
should entail both instances of creative achievement 
and creative inconclusiveness (Beghetto & Corazza, 
2019; Corazza, 2016; Gl veanu & Beghetto, 2021; 
Walia, 2019). In this dynamic optics creativity is most 
frequently defined as “a context-embedded phenom-
enon requiring potential originality and effectiveness” 
(Corazza & Lubart, 2020, p. 2).

Creativity is usually perceived as a starting point 
for innovation, further defined as the successful im-
plementation of creative ideas within an organisation 
(Amabile & Pratt, 2016; Anderson et al., 2014; April et 
al., 2019). The predevelopment phase of the innova-
tion process – the fuzzy front end (FFE)1 (Koen et al., 
2001; Schweitzer et al., 2018), defined “as the early 
stage/early phase of the innovation process, where 
ideas are generated and evaluated, potential concepts 
are formulated, and further development is initially 
planned” (Chamakiotis et al., 2020, p. 182) – seems 
to have a particularly significant impact on the future 
product performance (Henard & Szymanski, 2001; 
O’Brien, 2020) and may exert substantial influence 
on the succeeding formal NPD process (Zhang & Doll, 
2001). Hence, it is assumed that innovation would not 
appear without creative ideas developed at the FFE. 

Research method

The aim of this study is to answer the following 
research questions: how can creativity be enhanced in 
co-creation with consumers in the fuzzy front-end of 
new product development? The study is based on an 
extensive literature review in the field of co-creation 
and creativity. Three databases were used to collect 
information for the literature review: Scopus, Web of 
Science and Google Scholar. Various combinations of 

1 The FFE is described as ‘fuzzy’ because it usually involves informal, unstructured, chaotic processes by which new ideas are 
born or sought out (O’Brien, 2020).
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keywords were used to identify the pertinent articles 
(e.g. to identify the research gap a combination of 
keywords ‘co-creation’ OR ‘cocreation’ AND ‘creativ-
ity’ OR ‘idea generation’ OR ‘ideation’ was used). 
Additionally, a number of supplementary papers 
were identified through backward sampling (Jalali & 
Wohlin, 2012), i.e. screening the references cited by 
the sampled papers to minimise the risk of missing out 
on important studies pertaining to the scope of the 
research. Based on the literature review, an organising 
framework for enhancing creativity of co-creation in 
NPD has been proposed, leading to the development 
of six propositions. The number of propositions is 
limited by the need to comprehensively explain the 
chosen factors.

Organising framework 

Figure 1 presents the organising framework, which 
constitutes a theoretical groundwork for how creativ-
ity in co-creation can be enhanced. The central tenet 
of this paper is that co-creation can be classified as 
a specific form of creative activity – collective and 
time-constrained. Based on this assumption, the 
framework has been established on four rudimentary 
attributes of creativity referred to as the 4P’s, which 
stands for: Person, Process, Product, and Press (Rhodes, 
1961). In the 4P framework (Lubart, 2017; Sternberg 
& Karami, 2022) the Person refers to diverse attributes 
of those who create, e.g. their intellectual, personality 
or biographical characteristics, the Process pertains 
to the chain of actions and events involved in creative 
work, the Press denotes the environmental forces 
that stimulate creative thinking and behaviour, and 
the Product refers to the outcomes of the creative 
process. The optics of the 4P’s model has been con-
ceptually transposed to the context of co-creation: 
a group of individuals taking part in a co-creation 
activity (the first element of the model depicted in 
the Figure 1, i.e. the Co-creation Participants), whose 
members engage in the act of co-creative expression 
embedded in a virtual or physical environment (i.e. 
the Environment of Co-creation) and follow iteratively 
through the co-creation process (i.e. the Co-creation 
Process), generating ideas for new products (i.e. the 
Co-creation Outcomes). The iterative relationship 
between the co-creation process and outcomes of 
co-creation is represented by the dashed arrow that 
connects these two elements. Each of the four aspects 
is further elaborated in subsequent sections.

Creative person: creative actors and co-creation
In co-creation, actors2 are considered to be the 

source of operant resources (e.g. knowledge and skills, 
networks of relationships), which act upon physical 
and tangible operand resources (e.g. raw material and 
infrastructure) to create value (Arnould et al., 2006; 

Vargo et al., 2008). As a source of operant resources 
for the firm, actors enrich the process of value co-crea-
tion by co-opting their competencies and expertise 
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2000; Waseem et al., 2018), 
self-efficacy and social capital (Alves et al., 2016), 
networks (Hunt & Derozier, 2004), and contributing 
creativity (Ind & Coates, 2013). 

Prior literature has identified various profiles of 
actors that may engage in the value co-creation proc-
ess (Leclercq et al., 2016). Lead users can serve as 
a need-forecasting laboratory for marketing research 
(von Hippel, 1986). They experience needs ahead of 
a marketplace trend and expect relatively high benefits 
from obtaining a solution, which makes them a valu-
able source of ideas and concepts (Franke et al., 2006). 
Emergent nature consumers possess the rare capabil-
ity to imagine or envision how concepts might be de-
veloped in order to be successful. These actors exhibit 
high openness to experience, possess large amounts 
of internal reflection and the ability to synergistically 
process information in rational, experiential, verbal, 
and imaginal styles; their emergent nature is also cor-
related with creativity and optimism (Hoffman et al., 
2010). Some studies indicate that ordinary consumers, 
who are not aware of technological restrictions, can 
also generate ideas that are more radical and higher 
in customer benefit than professionals or advanced 
users, provided that they understand how the prod-
uct or service creates value for them (Kristensson et 
al., 2004; Kristensson & Magnusson, 2010; Poetz & 
Schreier, 2012). It is believed that some of ordinary 
consumers may be more creative and more likely to 
experiment with a firm’s offering. These ‘creative 
consumers’ adapt, modify, or transform products, mo-
tivated often by their personal interest. They represent 
a gold mine of ideas and business opportunities for 
firms (Berthon et al., 2007).

Although the firm may collaborate with various 
actors, it is an individual’s ability to come up with 
creative ideas that constitutes the foundation of 
co-creation. In their study exploring the impact of 
Amabile’s components of creativity (Amabile, 1996) 
on various aspects of co-creation projects, Füller et 
al. (2012) observed that whereas the absence of do-
main-relevant skills (i.e. factual knowledge, technical 
skills, domain-relevant talents) does not have a strong 
impact on idea generation, the higher a person’s 
score in creativity-relevant skills (i.e. cognitive style, 
knowledge of heuristics, work style), the better it is 
for ideation. Thus, it seems reasonable for firms to 
attract the most creative individuals to the co-crea-
tion process. 

There is abundant research identifying individual 
traits that determine creativity. In general, creative 
people are characterised by high openness to expe-
rience (Zare & Flinchbaugh, 2019; McCrae, 1987), 
defined as “an imagination and curiosity when con-

2 The term ‘actors’ is used in this text in a wide context, relating to all potential participants of the co-creation 
process. 
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sidering new ideas, sensations, and feelings” (Runco, 
2014, s. 281; McCrae & Sutin, 2009), high intuition, 
high self-confidence and assertiveness (Feist, 2010), 
high tolerance of ambiguity (Zenasni et. al., 2008), 
high self-efficacy (Bonetto, 2020; Prabhu et al., 2008), 
high curiosity (Schutte & Malouff, 2020), high creative 
imagery abilities (Jankowska & Karwowski, 2015), 
high risk tolerance, autonomy, flexibility, preference 
for complexity (Runco, 2014), sensitivity (Bridges & 
Schendan, 2019), as well as by low conscientiousness, 
low neuroticism and low conventionality (Feist, 1988; 
Fürst et al., 2016; Puryear et al., 2017), among others. 
In addition, creativity may be partly domain-depend-
ent; for example, creative artists and scientists may 
possess different sets of personality traits (Feist, 1988). 
It may also be that no one trait alone leads directly to 
creativity, but rather they create (often paradoxical) 
constellations of traits that allow for unconventional 
creative expression (Runco, 2014).

Proposition 1. Creative individuals certainly rep-
resent a distinct and distinguishable group of people 
(Feist, 1988). That said, an assumption can be made 
that co-creation activities can and should be addressed 
principally to this valuable group of talented individu-
als, with the aim to attract them, hold their attention 
over time and, in doing so, presumably enhance the 
creative output of the co-creation process. Hypotheti-
cally, this goal could be fulfilled by designing a co-crea-
tion task, which would reflect specific needs of the 
creative user’s profile. For example, designing robust 
experience environments (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 
2004; Verleye, 2015) that drive curiosity, challenge 
conventionality, and intellectually stimulate open to 
experience and ambitious consumer-creators could 
be beneficial. Similarly, such a profile could serve 
as a basis for recruitment, marketing activities and 
targeted communication with present and potential 
participants.

The consumers’ motivation to engage in co-crea-
tion activities is thought to be another essential fac-
tor for successful collaborative NPD. As co-creation 
goes beyond transactions, it is a form of engagement 
behaviour emerging from motivational drivers (van 
Doorn et al., 2010). Co-creation requires individuals 
to activate their cognitive skills to ideate, and to be 
willing to share their ideas. But most importantly, con-
sumers are expected to invest a substantial amount of 
their time, the use of which reflects economic, social, 
and psychological costs (Etgar, 2008). Therefore, it 
is emphasised that the propensity of individuals to 
contribute constitutes the bedrock of co-creation 
(Zwass, 2010).

Generating and maintaining participants’ engage-
ment in co-creation projects over time has been the 
focus of numerous studies. It is generally suggested 
that individuals can be intrinsically and extrinsically 
motivated (Füller, 2010; Roberts et al., 2014). Intrinsic 
motivation refers to ‘doing something because it is 
inherently interesting or enjoyable’, whereas ‘extrin-
sic motivation refers to doing something because it 

leads to a separable outcome’ (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 
p. 55). According to Füller (2010), while extrinsically 
motivated consumers’ interest lies in utility obtained 
from interactions, and by extension they seem to fa-
vour goal-oriented behaviour, intrinsically motivated 
consumers focus more on an enjoyable experience and 
thus have a tendency to favour experiential-oriented 
behaviour. It should be noted that co-creators can also 
dynamically switch between intrinsic or extrinsic mo-
tivations during the innovation process (Shah, 2006; 
Suhada et al., 2021).

Intrinsic motives may have a more desirable in-
fluence on the creative performance of co-creation 
than the extrinsic ones. It is believed that intrinsic 
motivation (i.e. interest in innovation, curiosity 
and willingness to show ideas) drives engagement, 
whereas extrinsic motivation (i.e. monetary com-
pensation) positively influences the participation 
frequency (Füller, 2006). This view is supported by 
other researchers, who also suggest that in com-
parison to intrinsic motives, financial rewards are 
less important motivators for individuals’ willingness 
to engage (Fernandes & Remelhe, 2016; Frey et al., 
2011), may result in only goal-oriented contributions 
(Roberts et al., 2006), and supersede intrinsic motiva-
tion (Zwass, 2010). Recently, Mandolfo et al. (2020) 
have not observed any significant influence of extrinsic 
motivations on the willingness to co-create, but have 
found strong evidence that it is positively affected by 
intrinsic motivations and internalised extrinsic motiva-
tions, understood as behaviour aligned with personal 
values and lifestyle that have separate rewards, e.g. 
an opportunity to enhance technology knowledge. 
Hence, although some studies do not detect only 
negative effects of monetary compensation (Dargahi 
et al., 2021; Roberts et al., 2006; Zhu et al., 2018), 
intrinsic motivation seems to be desired in the first 
place. In addition, intrinsically motivated participants 
are also more interested in co-creation, more creative 
and more knowledgeable (Füller, 2010). 

Although the significance of the role that motiva-
tion plays in co-creation activities seems to be well 
recognised, not much has been said about how its 
different types influence creativity of co-created ideas. 
Schemmann et al. (2016) have found no evidence 
that implemented ideas are more likely to come 
from highly motivated consumers who suggested 
many ideas. However, they have found that potential 
innovativeness of an idea significantly increased the 
likelihood of an idea being implemented. Therefore, 
we may assume that within the field of co-creation, 
motivation that leads to high-quality ideas, i.e. crea-
tive, is more desirable than motivation that results in 
many average ideas. 

Motivation has been a widely acknowledged an-
tecedent of individuals’ creativity (Amabile, 1996). 
It is believed that intrinsic motivation (when people 
are motivated by the sheer enjoyment, interest, or 
personal challenge of the task itself) is conducive to 
creativity, whereas with extrinsic motivation this is 
the case only under certain specific conditions (Ama-
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bile & Pratt, 2016; Hennessey, 2010; Liu et al., 2016). 
Indeed, task motivation as the Amabile’s creativity 
component (Amabile, 1996) has been found not only 
to be a prerequisite for consumers’ participation in 
virtual generation of new ideas and problem solutions, 
it has been also recognised as an enhancement factor 
that, when delivered above a certain level, increases 
the creative output and interest in co-creation activi-
ties in the development stage of an idea (Füller et al., 
2012).

In contrast, extrinsic motivation (i.e. rewards, ex-
pected evaluation, recognition, surveillance, competi-
tion) seems to have, in general, a detrimental effect 
on creative achievement (Hennessey, 2010), although 
mainly when it undermines intrinsic motivation by 
leading people to feel controlled by the situation (Hen-
nessey & Amabile, 2010) or when it displaces attention 
from the task towards the reward (West & Richter, 
2008). However, if extrinsic motivators acknowledge 
competence, convey useful information in a comple-
mentary way (informational extrinsic motivators) or 
enable people to do what they were already intrinsi-
cally motivated to do through directly increasing the 
person’s involvement (enabling extrinsic motivators), 
it may increase intrinsic motivation and enhance 
creativity (Amabile, 1993; Byron & Khazanchi, 2012). 
This type of motivators are called ‘synergistic extrinsic 
motivators’ and are the most effective with strong 
initial levels of intrinsic motivation (Amabile, 1997; 
Hennessey & Amabile, 2010).

Both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation can take 
the form of a temporary state and a relatively stable 
personality trait (Amabile, 1993). As a state, motiva-
tion can be affected by environmental conditions, 
some of which may positively influence an individual’s 
motivation to act creatively, whereas others may have 
a detrimental effect on intrinsic motivation and crea-
tive behaviour. Thus, it is assumed that creativity can 
be enhanced by providing appropriate context. Con-
textual factors may include intrinsic motivators, such 
as a challenging task intended to maximise intrinsic 
motivation (Amabile, 1993), a mobilising creativity 
goal (Shalley, 1995), a creative example (Shalley & 
Perry-Smith, 2001), high comparison standards (Paulus 
& Brown, 2003), prosocial motivation (Grant & Berry, 
2011), gamification (Treiblmaier & Putz, 2020), as well 
as synergistic extrinsic motivators, for example infor-
mational evaluation (Shalley & Perry-Smith, 2001), or 
informational (Zhou, 1998) or developmental feedback 
(Zhou, 2008).

Proposition 2. One could hypothesise that creativ-
ity and participation in co-creation activities could be 
enhanced by three motivational procedures. Firstly, 
addressing co-creation activities to consumers who 
are primarily intrinsically motivated (motivation as 
a personality trait). Secondly, providing intrinsic mo-
tivators such as a challenging and highly creative task 
or a creative example. Thirdly, providing synergistic 
extrinsic motivators that do not displace attention 
from the task towards the reward but rather acknowl-

edge the participant’s competence and convey useful 
information.

Creative press: environmental conditions 
of co-creation and creativity

Creativity is a contextually embedded phenomenon 
(Lubart, 2010). Certain environmental influences can 
either facilitate creativity (though not absolutely as-
sure it) or inhibit creative expression (Runco, 2014; 
Woodman et al., 1993). The social environment is par-
ticularly important for creative behaviour (Perry-Smith 
& Mannucci, 2017). For example, social interaction 
with diverse others and communication of information 
and ideas generally facilitates creative cognition – dur-
ing conversations an individual is prone to exposure 
to new knowledge that may lead to conceptual com-
bination (synthesis of previously separate knowledge) 
or conceptual expansion (developing of new ideas) 
(Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003). The significance of 
social interaction is increased by the fact that some 
creative solutions can be seen as the products of 
a momentary collective process or collective creativity 
(Hargadon & Bechky, 2006).

The social environment seems to be similarly im-
portant for co-creation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004) 
– value co-creation is an enactment of interactional 
creation (Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2018). If ideas tend 
to be developed by groups working together, “rather 
than focusing on how to spot individual creativity, 
co-creation practitioners should concentrate on how 
to make groups productive by working to create an 
atmosphere where people trust each other and the 
organisation” (Ind & Coates, 2013, p. 92). Indeed, trust 
has been found to have a positive effect on consum-
ers’ willingness to participate in co-creation activities 
and on consumer knowledge development (Cortese, 
2014). In addition, some studies suggest that both 
a very high and very low cooperative climate enhance 
innovative performance of co-creative idea contests 
(Bullinger et al., 2010), while other researchers claim 
that coopetition is more conducive to creativity, in 
comparison to cooperation or collaboration, as it re-
sults in generating more ideas, and more creative ones 
at the same time (Zhao et al., 2017). Despite these few 
studies, not much is said in regard the ‘atmosphere’ 
that could possibly improve social interactions and 
creativity of co-creation activities.

In organisational literature, the importance of 
climate and climate perceptions, at both the indi-
vidual and group level, is stressed by many researchers 
(Hunter et al., 2007). According to this meta-analysis, 
a work environment is the most conducive to creativ-
ity when employees have positive relationships with 
colleagues with whom they can exchange ideas and 
are provided with challenging, meaningful and intel-
lectually stimulating tasks. In a similar vein, Isaksen 
and Lauer (2002) maintain that the most creative 
teams experience the revealingly distinct climate 
of, inter alia, challenge and involvement, freedom, 
trust and openness, idea time, and playfulness. The 
authors also suggest that the climate for successful 
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team creativity and performance is clearly identifiable, 
measurable and manageable; we believe that as such 
it can be established among communities taking part 
in co-creation activities. 

Proposition 3. One could hypothesise that a similar 
set of climate-related factors can enhance creativ-
ity in the co-creation process. Managed by trained 
facilitators, such a climate might be established and 
nourished through the suitable design of a co-creation 
activity which provides a meaningful and challenging 
task, fosters knowledge exchange, develops positive 
and cooperative interactions based on trust, open-
ness and humor.

Spatial context may facilitate or reduce the en-
hancement of creativity by allowing certain cogni-
tive processes while restricting others (Kristensen, 
2004). This pertains also to co-creation, which, as 
earlier mentioned, can take place in both virtual and 
non-virtual environments. Recently, a virtual platform 
was found to have a moderating effect on customer 
creativity and co-creation experience in new idea gen-
eration (Nohutlu et al., 2021). Similarly, other authors 
suggest that interaction tools that inspire consumers 
to actively engage in virtual co-creation trigger the 
experience of empowerment and enjoyment of a vir-
tual NPD task; they may also improve realistic product 
understanding and enhance consumers’ creative ar-
ticulation (Füller et al., 2009). Verleye (2015) suggests 
that the co-creation experience depends on the one 
hand on customer characteristics, such as expected 
benefits and customer role readiness (i.e., the degree to 
which customers are ready to engage in co-creation), 
and on the other hand on characteristics of co-crea-
tion environments, such as technologisation (i.e. the 
availability of technical solutions that help achieve 
a co-creation goal) and connectivity (i.e. the availability 
of help from other co-creators). 

 Thus, in order to make the co-creation task fun 
and enjoyable, and also boost creative outcomes, 
virtual platforms should be designed specifically to 
enable supportive navigation and smooth coopera-
tion between peer participants (Nohutlu et al., 2021). 
They may also include various gamification mechan-
ics, through which participants’ engagement toward 
a co-creation platform can be created, amplified, and 
maintained (Leclercq et al., 2017). A physical or virtual 
workspace should at the same time be attractive, 
intellectually stimulating, and symbolically reflect 
creativity-conducive values, such as open-mindedness 
and collaboration (Oksanen & Ståhle, 2013).

Proposition 4. Regardless of whether the co-
creation workspace is virtual or physical, it should 
be mindfully crafted to foster engagement, stimulate 
creative thinking, and reinforce creative production. 
A vast array of communication tools and gamification 
features, presented in an aesthetically pleasing way, 
may help provide meaningful and relevant experi-
ences to users.

Creative process: processual dimensions 
of co-creation and creativity

The creative process is traditionally defined as 
a series of thoughts and actions that lead to an 
original and appropriate production (Lubart, 2001; 
2018). There are many models of the creative proc-
ess (see Botella et al., 2018 for a review), the earliest 
being Wallas’ (1926) model of creative production, 
comprising a linear series of four independent steps: 
preparation, incubation, illumination and verifica-
tion. The recent dynamic perspective (Corazza, 2016) 
adopts a different view and suggests that the creative 
process is nonlinear – numerous stages of the crea-
tive process, including i.a.: ideation, illumination and 
realisation, occur in a highly dynamic, recursive and 
complex way while intensively interacting with each 
other (Botella & Lubart, 2019; Botella et al., 2018; 
Botella et al., 2019).

It is acknowledged, not surprisingly, that creativity 
understood as a process can be managed (Leonard-
-Barton & Swap, 1999; Slavich & Svejenova, 2016). Im-
portantly, organisational and social creativity-relevant 
processes have been found to be a comparably im-
portant factor to the group having creative members 
(Bissola & Imperatori, 2011; Taggar, 2002). Moreover, 
it seems to be the case that the application of various 
cognitive stimuli or problem-solving protocols during 
brainstorming, such as Design Thinking, may enhance 
the creative quality of the ideas produced (Howard 
et al., 2010; Rao et al., 2021). Since co-creation also 
has a processual dimension, it can be accordingly 
designed to benefit all the involved contributors and 
their creative output.

Proposition 5. One could assume that some crea-
tivity-relevant techniques and methodologies, such as 
Design Thinking (da Silva et al., 2020) or de Bono’s 
six thinking hats (de Bono, 2000), could be applied 
to the improvement of the creative quality of ideas 
generated in co-creation. Literature on brainstorming 
and creativity provides some guidelines and solutions 
that the author of this article believes could be helpful 
in achieving this goal. Some of them are presented 
in Table 1. The author also believes that the outcome 
could be greatly improved if the co-creation process 
followed the iterative approach, known from agile 
project management methodologies; in fact, creativity 
is an iterative process of trials and errors, in which 
ideas are explored, modified, transformed, extended, 
combined or rejected (Ward, 2004).

Intrinsic or extrinsic motivation alone may not 
fully explain consumers’ participation in co-creation 
activities – their needs are multifaceted and complex; 
individuals may be driven by a multidimensional 
combination of various motives and benefits (see 
Table 2 for details). The design of the co-creative proc-
ess should reflect these needs, as well as provide an 
opportunity for participants to satisfy them.
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Table 1
Chosen creativity-relevant techniques improving the quality of outcomes of the co-creation process

Feedback

It is acknowledged that feedback can enhance creativity (Ezzat et al., 2017). Creativity-relevant feedback 
can improve the intrinsic motivation of the recipient, additionally becoming a source of information helpful 
in learning and clarifying the standards of creative output, facilitating the acquisition of creativity-relevant 
skills and strategies (Zhou, 2008). Füller also observed that feedback is slightly more important for creative 
consumers than less-creative ones (Füller, 2010). 

Facilitators

Trained facilitators can enhance productivity of brainstorming groups by increasing participants’ motivation 
(e.g. by asking to “do one’s best” and generally energising a group) and maintaining a tight procedural 
structure (delaying the evaluation of ideas, preventing interruptions, and asking participants for additional 
ideas) (Kramer et al., 2001). 

Sequential priming
Cognitive stimulation through exposure to external ideas from low accessible categories reduces information 
overload and may lead to new associations. Diverse stimuli seem to be particularly effective if they are 
presented sequentially (Paulus & Brown, 2003). 

Stimulating mental 
imagery

Some researchers have found that stimulating mental imagery through a suitable instruction (that stimulates 
self-relatedness) and/or by prior practice can improve the creative quality and quantity of ideas generated 
by ordinary individuals involved in a co-creation activity (Vellera & Gavard-Perret, 2016). 

Explicit 
instructions to be 
creative

Ideation performance and divergent thinking can be enhanced by providing explicit instructions to be 
creative and original (Runco, 2010). Explicit instructions are especially potent if they include relevant 
information on how to find or identify original ideas (Runco et al., 2005). 

Sharing ideas and 
building on each 
other’s ideas

Group idea sharing can enhance cognitive stimulation and idea production of a group taking part in 
a brainstorming session (Dugosh et al., 2000). Explicit instructions to build on each other’s ideas in group 
brainstorming may lead to the production of more original and feasible ideas (Kohn et al., 2011). 

Pleasantness of the 
task

Some studies suggest that perceived pleasantness of divergent thinking tasks increases the number of ideas 
generated (Zenasni & Lubart, 2011). Designing a co-creation activity should be focused around it being 
a pleasant experience for the participants. 

Upward 
comparison

Brainstorming groups are strongly affected by performance information about other groups. Providing high 
performance expectations can increase creative performance by almost 40% (Paulus & Dzindolet, 2008). 

Prototyping Prototypes help people to summarise, express and communicate their ideas to others. When shared, they can 
also inspire others, leading to improved outcomes, exploration, and group rapport (Dow et al., 2011). 

Source: author’s own work.

Table 2
Selected drivers of consumer participation in co-creation

Authors Motives and perceived benefits Examples

Füller, 2010; 
Mandolfo et al., 
2020; Roberts et al., 
2006

Purely intrinsic Curiosity, intrinsic playful task

Internalised extrinsic Altruism – community support, making friends, self-efficacy, 
information seeking, skill development, recognition – visibility

Purely extrinsic Personal need – dissatisfaction, compensation – monetary rewards

Nambisan & Baron, 
2009

Cognitive and learning Knowledge about products and technologies

Social integrative Social identity, sense of belongingness

Personal integrative Sense of self-efficacy and reputation among peer consumers

Hedonic Mental or intellectual stimulation, a sense of pleasure

Leclercq et al., 2016

Altruistic Helping others

Non-altruistic: Expecting benefits from participation

1) extrinsic Monetary rewards, social recognition, willingness to work with 
companies

2) Intrinsic

a) social Need for personal development, fun, escapism, passion, desire to 
increase skills, competencies 

b) personal Need for belonging, recognition, feedback

Suhada et al., 2021

Non-pecuniary (intrinsic) Altruism enjoyment, ideological reasons self-efficacy

Delayed-pecuniary initially Personal development, reputation building, reciprocity, sense of 
community

Pecuniary (extrinsic) Career development, financial interest

Franke & Shah, 2003 Dissatisfaction with the product

Hoyer et al., 2010 A sense of self-expression, pride or positive affect that enhances creative action

Source: author’s own work.
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Proposition 6. Individuals taking part in co-crea-
tion are driven by multifarious motives. Meeting them 
allows for behavioural, cognitive and emotional 
engagement in the act of co-creation, which is a sine 
qua non condition for capturing creative potential of 
the contributors.

Creative product: Outcomes of co-creation activities
Within the narrowly defined context of co-crea-

tion with consumers for NPD, creative outcomes of 
co-ideation primarily take the form of ideas for inno-
vative products (Frow et al., 2015). Once successfully 
generated, creative ideas are often evaluated by the 
involved participants, based on selected assessment 
criteria, such as: originality (novelty), user benefits, 
technical feasibility, quality, desirability and user 
benefits (Filieri, 2013; Trischler et al., 2017). However, 
if they do not meet the adopted evaluation criteria 
or are not deemed sufficiently attractive for other 
reasons, they may be improved in further co-crea-
tion iterations. This reciprocal relation is depicted by 
a dotted arrow that connects the last two elements of 
the 4P model in Figure 1. Alternatively, if a company 
employs an idea management programme (Gerlach 
& Brem, 2017), generated ideas can be stored in 
a repository and serve as a starting point or an inspi-
rational stimulus (Goucher-Lambert & Cagan, 2019) 
in future ideations.

Conclusions

In this article the author discussed the role of 
creativity in co-creation at the fuzzy front-end of 
the innovation process. The main theoretical as-
sumption was that the creative behaviour that lead 
to novel and useful ideas for NPD in co-creation can 
and should be encouraged and enhanced. It was 
hypothesised that creative output may be improved 
through, among others, recruiting creative individu-
als, fostering certain forms of motivation, facilitating 
social interactions, designing robust user experi-
ences, establishing a climate conducive to creativity 
and through application of creativity-supporting 
techniques. As a result, an organising framework 
for how creativity in co-creation can be enhanced 
was proposed. The main limitation is that the sug-
gested propositions are yet to be tested empirically. 
Future studies could also examine other antecedents 
of creativity within the context of co-creation and 
develop other propositions. 
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Abstract

Adopting a proactive attitude focused on professional development is essential in the 
contemporary, volatile environment. Objective and subjective indicators are used when 
evaluating the development of a professional career. However, the adequateness of the 
criteria chosen for evaluation is ambiguous due to the limitations of both objective and 
subjective measures. In this article, on the basis of a review of literature, objective and 
subjective measures of professional progression were characterized, and the possible 
distortions of objective evaluation resulting from applying them were identified. The 
evolution of the career paradigm results in the need to verify professional development in 
the modern approach, which strongly highlights the subjective prospects of a professional 
career that reflect an individually planned concept of oneself. Nevertheless, a possible criti-
cism regarding subjective measures is lack of objectivity in career evaluation. Therefore, the 
purpose of this article is to analyze the relationship between the objective and subjective 
measures of professional careers. The study was based on an online questionnaire which 
covered 190 employees employed in large and medium-sized companies in Poland. The 
study confirmed the positive relationship between the measures, and shows the direction 
of the relationship, showing that the subjective and objective criteria commensurately 
indicate career development. Career satisfaction can be successfully used in the assessment 
of professional development, thus giving reliable results for its advancement. 

Keywords: professional career, subjective success, objective success, professional develop-
ment, career evaluation measures

Introduction

The processes of integration, globalization, and dynamic development involve 
civilization and business changes. These transformations, when used skillfully, may 
be the source of competitive advantages, from the point of view of the economy, 
organizations, and individuals. A number of new opportunities, blurring borders of all 
kinds, and changes in the standards binding on the labor market, cause the evolution 
of professional careers. The traditional understanding of these is being replaced by 
non-linear and adaptive professional career routes. 

A change in the construct of professional careers and success is noticeable in the 
literature in the form of new dimensions and perspectives of the term being defined. 
In 1961, Wilensky defined a career as an ordered sequence, consisting in moving from 
positions located lower in the hierarchy and with little prestige to higher and more 
respected ones. Less than twenty years later, Super (1980) turned his attention to 
a set of roles played throughout someone’s entire life. Finally, at the beginning of the 
twentieth first century, the universal definition of a career is a sequence of professional 
experiences evolving in time (Arthur et al., 2005). Such a transformation in the approach 
to a career from professional duty, and even the resulting pressure, towards accumulat-
ing experiences, highlights the growing significance of subjective professional space.

The new reality requires verification of the methods of professional career 
exemplification. The subjective approach to career and the resulting consequences of 
the individual creation of a professional path must coexist with ensuring the reliability 
and validity of assessment. The risk of losing objectivity resulting from inadequate 
selection of parameters for career assessment can be reduced by proving the correlation 
between the parameters. Due to the diversified approach to operationalizing the 
careers in the existing literature, there is a great need to specify the relationships 



e-mentor nr 2 (94)   49

between the subjective and objective parameters. 
Evaluating the development of a professional career 
could prove crucial in better understanding the needs 
of employees and the strategies of their professional 
careers. The purpose of this article is to assess career 
progression by means of objective and subjective 
measures and to examine the relationship between 
them. Moreover, the aim is to analysis of the simulta-
neous occurrence of objective and subjective success 
and identification of the dependencies and impact of 
objective measures on subjective satisfaction with 
one’s career. The research is preceded by a review 
of literature to determine the essence of subjective 
and objective measures of a professional career and 
their limitations that have a negative impact on the 
objectivity of the evaluation.

Choosing the career evaluation criteria is often 
problematic, not only for scholars and scientists, but 
also for individuals who are creators of the career 
path. Professional success is undoubtedly desirable, 
however, owing to differing priorities and value 
systems of particular individuals, to grasp it is highly 
contextual and complex.  For this reason, analysis 
of subjective measures of career progression seems 
crucial. Moreover, those measures represented by 
career satisfaction have not received as much atten-
tion and research in Central and Eastern Europe as in 
Western Europe or America (Kowal & Roztocki, 2015). 
Therefore, in empirical research conducted by the 
author it is important to take into account both the 
Polish labor market and the contemporary approach 
to a professional career. 

Objective and subjective career measures

A career, its development, and professional suc-
cess achieved are one of the more important fields 
of interest of both management theoreticians and 
practitioners. The positive effects of a career being 
pursued are multi-dimensional, starting from indi-
vidual motivations, self-evaluation, living conditions, 
to organizational aspects, such as an increase in 
a company’s market value, growing profits, or creat-
ing a competitive position within a strategic group. 
A career is both a certain descriptive method of de-
termining the course of subsequent stages and phases 
of one’s professional life, as well as a term which is 
evaluating and verifying in nature, referring to changes 
in  professional development (De Vos & Soens, 2008).

The main categorization of careers and career 
success is the division into the objective and subjec-
tive dimensions performed by Hughes (1937). The 
attributes of an objective approach to a career are the 
measurability and verifiability by an unbiased third 
party, and the subjective understanding of the career 
points to the exclusive perspective of, and evalua-
tion by the person directly experiencing it. Thus, the 
objective indicators will be measurable achievements, 
examples of which are: remuneration, promotion, 
professional status, authorization to delegate work, 
or serving a management function. 

The objective parameters are an important de-
terminant of the degree of fulfilment of basic daily 
needs (Nicholson & De Waal-Andrews, 2005), but also 
reflect the efficiency of an individual being assessed 
by the employer. Defining professional success in 
the objective and externally observable categories is 
characteristic for the traditional career model. How-
ever, the current understanding of career highlights 
that success is no longer a totally static and objective 
fact, but a social and very dynamic structure (Savickas, 
2005).

The subjective career development measure is 
how a person judges their own professional abilities 
and achievements, and evaluates the potential of the 
human capital created. In addition, an important 
role is played by the satisfaction with the course 
of one’s career and particular experiences accu-
mulated throughout someone’s whole professional 
life (Srivastava et al., 2010). Subjectively perceived 
career results cover a long time period, and are as-
sociated with a sense of security and the perceived 
socio-economic status, but also a sense of identity 
and the balance between private and professional 
life (Finegold & Mohrman, 2001). Among the subjec-
tive measures, there is another notable distinction. 
A comparative standard may be a subjective belief, 
which refers to oneself or others in the environment 
(Heslin, 2005). In the first case, a satisfaction level 
is used to judge individual aspirations. The second 
dimension is based on evaluation in comparison to 
a certain reference group, and the social standards 
prevailing in it. 

At the moment, literature does not favor sig-
nificantly any of the approaches to operationalizing 
careers. The focus is on both the objective and the sub-
jective results of individual professional experiences. 
Although the subjective and objective career effects 
are separate constructs, they are related to a large 
extent and can overlap and strengthen each other 
(Spurk et al., 2018). While examining the relation-
ship between subjective and objective professional 
success, Abele and Spurk (2009) prove that a positive 
change in the objective success parameters in a com-
munity being analyzed leads to a positive change in 
the subjectively experienced success. A longitudinal 
study performed over nine years made it possible to 
verify the long-term impact of the two dimensions 
on each other. The main discovery of the authors is 
a strong, positive impact of the subjective success on 
the objective results. It turns out that the subjective 
success is not only a result or by-product of measur-
able, and often financial professional achievements, 
but rather it is a determinant of measurable long-term 
achievements.

Previous studies on the link between objective 
professional success and the subjective assessment 
of an employee in traditional professional career 
models also indicate a positive correlation (Judge et 
al., 1995). Valcour and Ladge (2008) confirm the link 
between professional success internal and external 
measures, highlighting the relation between income 
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and  satisfaction with one’s career. Card et al. (2012) 
indicate, however, that this dependence occurs only up 
to a certain level of received income. The author shows 
that an increase in salary above the median does not 
increase satisfaction. Moreover, a systematic review 
of literature revealed certain career predictors that 
may have different effects on subjective and objective 
career indicators (Spurk et al., 2018). Van den Born 
and Witteloostuijn (2013) identified for instance the 
work-life balance motivations. Striving for flexibility 
and balance has a positive effect on subjectively as-
sessed professional success, but in the case of objective 
exemplification, the relationship is negative.

Limitations in evaluating professional 
career development

In order to evaluate the achievements, it is neces-
sary to determine certain standards that an individual 
will apply to evaluate and make comparisons (Schwarz, 
1999). Success in a career is the actual or perceived 
achievement attained by an employee as a result of 
their professional actions and experience (Judge et 
al., 1999), but the value attributed to them is specific 
for each person individually, due to varying reference 
points based on idiosyncratic templates. Professional 
success is what an individual defines using the notion 
referred to above, because their point of view depends 
on their individual needs and social roles. When 
measuring and evaluating one’s career, the limitations 
both in the objective and subjective measures must 
be taken into consideration. 

One restriction of the subjective measures is their 
strong dependence on individually presented atti-
tudes, ambitions, and actions. Evaluating the devel-
opment of a career by means of subjective measures 
may cause a certain disproportion in the professional 
progress achieved. This results from a different system 
of values, motivations, and specific goals, and a dif-
ferent amount of material and intangible wealth that 
brings satisfaction (Judge & Kammeyer-Mueller, 2012). 
Additionally, the subjective measures of development 
are moderated by psychological variables, such as 
personality, temper, propensity for optimism, and 
specific characteristics, such as self-confidence, or 
belief in one’s capabilities. The attitude of research-
ers towards the subjective measures is often marked 
by a low level of trust, since they are not based on 
evidence and facts. There is a certain probability of 
manipulation in how people process and interpret 
questions, and thus how they answer and provide 
material for analyses. Any cognitive problems resulting 
from insufficient understanding, different perception, 
or insufficient stability of individual evaluations, which 
may change over time, or the mood of a person being 
surveyed, require particular attention and focus when 
interpreting the data and drawing conclusions on that 
basis (Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2001).

On the other hand, despite the fact that the objec-
tive approach seems to be adequate and reliable, it 
may also distort the real picture to some extent. Ob-

jective success is a construct experienced and defined 
differently for example, on the basis of a profession, 
its rules, the working environment, or location. A per-
son’s investments in their education and developing 
skills are rewarded and valued by the labor market 
differently. Thorndike (1963) also pointed out that 
there are groups of professions in which the objective 
criteria related to careers very much restrict evalua-
tions of achievements and employee development, 
and thus the professional success achieved. Examples 
include groups of professions with rigid and institu-
tionalized remuneration and promotion rules, such 
as civil services or armed forces. 

The objective indicators are restricted by the 
need to continuously adjust them to changing 
organizational and market conditions. They are 
hardly comparable between sectors which operate 
on different principles, work systems, and financial 
and social norms (Dette et al., 2004). The current 
devaluation of this group of parameters is also based 
on continuously declining significance of hierarchical 
career models with a clear and predictable career path 
(Reitman & Schneer, 2003). One of the premises is the 
shrinking sizes of organizations or the extensive use 
of outsourcing (Evans et al., 1997). As a result, the 
hierarchical progression is being replaced by enrich-
ment of work, greater autonomy, or the possibility 
of personal development (Hall, 2004).

Studies

Research methodology

The evolution of a career that assigns the status of 
career ownership to a specific individual entails the 
need for subjective understanding and evaluation 
(Cybal-Michalska, 2013). Subjective assessment of 
a career in the present reality takes on an increasingly 
important role. On the other hand, it is also worth 
considering the proof of the reliability of career exem-
plification through satisfaction. In ensuring objectivity 
in evaluating professional careers, it seems important 
to check the relationship between subjective and ob-
jective career parameters.  To check this correlation in 
the current, Polish conditions and the new subjective 
approach to careers, an original study was conducted, 
in which the following hypotheses were verified:

H1: There is a positive correlation between objec-
tive and subjective career measures. 

H2: The objective indicators of a professional career 
influence satisfaction with one’s career. 

In order to verify the hypotheses, a study was con-
ducted based on an online questionnaire addressed 
to employees in large and medium-sized enterprises 
in Poland. Responses were obtained from 190 respon-
dents, of which 49% were women, and 51% were men. 
14% of respondents seniority is more than 20 years, 
21% are between 10 and 20 years old. The largest 
group, constituting 32% of the population, had be-
tween 5 and 10 years of professional experience. 36% 
of the employees held managerial functions, of lower, 
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average, or upper management level, and 46% held an 
expert or specialized position. The characteristics of 
the group in terms of position (which is also one of 
the objective measures of career development) and 
seniority are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 
Characteristics of the group being studied 

Variable % of the group

Type of position occupied

Upper management  position 8.42%

Middle  management position 12.63%

Lower management position 15.27%

Position not related to management 
(specialist) 45.79%

Position not related to management 
(basic/operational) 17.89%

Seniority

Less than 2 years 10.5%

From 2 to 5 years 22.6%

From 5 to 10 years 32.1%

From 10 to 20 years 20.6%

Over 20 years 14.2%

Source: author’s own work. 

All analyses were prepared in the SPSS statistical 
application, version 27. The significance level adopted 
was equal to α = 0.05. The correlations between the 
variables were analyzed using Pearson’s correlation 
coefficient r. In order to fulfill the linear regression 
assumptions regarding the normality of the dependent 
variable’s and the independent variables’ distribu-
tions, a logarithmic transformation of the distributions 
of these variables that deviate from the normal distri-
bution was performed. Given that the tendency in all 
these distributions was negative, first the distributions 
were reflected in positively skewing distributions. Due 
to that reflection, the Beta values in the regression 
analyses were analyzed in reverse (a negative value 
as a positive one, a positive as a negative) for the 
transformation of only one variable, and in the same 
way as if the transformation had been performed on 

a dependent and an independent variable. In order to 
examine whether or not gender and seniority were 
significant moderators for particular relations in the 
regressions, the independent variables were centered 
by means of centration based on standardization of 
a variable’s results.

Measures 
Subjective measure in career evaluation: To ex-

amine the subjectively perceived success of  career 
and career development, the career satisfaction scale 
(CSS), authored by Greenhaus, Parasuraman, Wormley 
(1990) was used. It consists of five items evaluating an 
individual’s satisfaction with their progress in terms 
of promotions, income, and competence develop-
ment, but also the professional success perceived 
or the professional goals achieved. The respondents 
provided answers on Likert’s 7-grade scale. This survey 
is a commonly used tool for studying careers, and is 
recognized as one of the best measures available in 
literature (Judge et al., 1995).

The subjective measure in research is therefore 
represented by satisfaction with a career in the five 
areas.

Objective measure in career evaluation: In order to 
examine career development objectively, an index has 
been designed that concerns an employee’s promo-
tions, their remuneration, participation in training and 
development undertakings, and the position held. The 
questionnaire defining objective measures consisted 
of single-choice questions relating to quantifiable 
aspects of career development. The respondents were 
asked how often their remuneration is increased, how 
fast they get promoted, how many times per year they 
participate in training courses, and what position they 
hold from the lowest operational, specialized, and 
managerial work position, taking into account division 
into lower, average, and upper management level.

Results 
The results of the analysis of the correlation 

between the subjective and objective measures 
are presented in Table 2. Each objective measure 
of development was correlated positively with its 
subjective equivalent (p < 0.050 for all analyses), 
and thus the subjective and objective professional 

Table 2 
Analysis of the correlations between the subjective and objective measures of development (cumulatively and separately)

Subjective measures r Objective measures

Subjective measure of development (cumulatively) 0.36*** Objective measure of development (cumulatively)

Particular items to the scale Particular items to the scale

Satisfaction with professional success 0.46*** Position held 

Satisfaction with remuneration 0.36** Wage rise frequency

Satisfaction with promotions 0.19** Promotion frequency

Satisfaction with new skill development 0.17* Frequency of participation in training

Note. r – Pearson’s correlation coefficient r; *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.010; * p < 0.05.

Source: author’s own work.



New trends in management

52   e-mentor nr 2 (94)

success are co-existing variables. The value of the 
correlation coefficient indicates a statistically signifi-
cant co-relation of poor or moderate strength. The 
higher/lower the objective development measure 
(both cumulatively and separately), the higher /lower 
the subjective development measure, which makes it 
possible to confirm H1.

To verify whether or not, based on the values of 
the objective measures of development, the values 
of the subjective parameters could be predicted, 
a series of multidimensional regression analyses was 
performed, where the dependent variables were 
particular subjective measures of development. The 
predictors in each model were: objective measure of 
development (cumulatively, or separately), gender, 
and seniority, (less than ten years and more than ten 
years), interaction between the objective measure 
and gender, and interaction between the objec-
tive measure and seniority. For particular variables 
relating to the objective measures of development, 
a logarithmic transformation of the distributions was 
performed, due to the skewing, or kurtosis being 
too big. The models were prepared by means of the 
stepwise method.

The final models explained 3% to 14% of the values 
of the dependent variables. In almost all models, the 
only significant predictor was the given measure of 
objective development, and therefore H2, which refers 
to the impact of the objective measures on career 

satisfaction, was partly confirmed due to a weak, but 
statistically significant co-relation. As shown in Ta-
ble 3, along with the increase in the total value of the 
objective measure by 1%, the total value of the subjec-
tive measure grew by 0.05 of a unit (p < 0.001). The 
higher the position held, the higher the satisfaction 
with the professional success achieved (p = 0.006). 
A change in the value of the variable related to the 
frequency of wage increases by 1% meant that a change 
could be predicted in the value of the satisfaction with 
remuneration variable by 0.01 of a unit (p < 0.001). 
Together with an increase in the training participation 
frequency value by one unit, the value of satisfaction 
with developing new skills grew by 0.31 of a unit 
(p = 0.019). In the models described, no interaction 
between the variables relating to the objective meas-
ures of development and gender and seniority was ob-
served (the dependencies analyzed were significantly 
similar for both genders, and for people with shorter 
and longer seniority). In the model regarding satisfac-
tion with promotions, two significant predictors were 
left – promotion frequency, and interaction between 
this variable and gender. Together with an increase in 
the value of the promotion frequency variable by 1%, 
the value of the satisfaction with promotions variable 
grew by 0.006 of a unit (p = 0.013). Further studies 
showed that the dependence between this predictor 
and the dependent variable was higher for women 
(p = 0.030).

Table 3
Analyses of the, multidimensional linear regression for the subjective measure of development (cumulatively and individually)

Dependent variable: Subjective measure of development (cumulatively); 
F(1; 188) = 29.59; p < 0.001

Predictor β SE p R2

Objective measure of development (cumulatively) –5.05 0.93 < 0.001 0.14

Dependent variable: Satisfaction with professional success achieved; 
F(1; 188) = 7.59; p = 0.006

Predictor β SE p R2

Position held –0.55 0.20 0.006 0.04

Dependent variable: Satisfaction with remuneration; 
F(1; 188) = 23.15; p < 0.001

Predictor β SE p R2

Wage rise frequency –0.95 0.20 < 0.001 0.11

Dependent variable: Satisfaction with promotions; 
F(1; 188) = 4.92; p = 0.008

Predictor β SE p R2

Promotion frequency –0.56 0.22 0.013 0.05

Promotion frequency * gender 0.27 0.12 0.030

Dependent variable: Satisfaction with developing new skills; 
F(1; 188) = 5.60; p < 0.019

Predictor β SE p R2

Frequency of participation in training 0.31 0.13 0.019 0.03

Note. β – beta coefficient value; SE – standard error.
Source: author’s own work.
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Conclusions 
The analysis of the research material collected indi-

cates a correlation between the objective and subjec-
tive measures of professional careers. The strongest 
relationship exists between subjectively perceived 
professional success and the associated satisfaction, 
and the position occupied by the surveyed person. 
There is also a statistically significant correlation 
between the interaction between satisfaction with 
the goals achieved associated with  remuneration and 
wage rise frequency, which may indicate a developing 
career, increasing responsibility, or job enrichment. 

Apart from the proven simultaneous occurrence 
of the variables, there is also a cause-effect relation-
ship between them. This makes it possible, to some 
extent, to predict satisfaction with one’s career based 
on changes in the objective indicators of the profes-
sional career. Seniority was not demonstrated to be 
a significant moderator of the relationships between 
the career measures, and, on the other hand, in the 
case of gender, it only diversified the interactions 
in terms of promotions. For women, the frequency 
of promotion better explained the satisfaction with 
achieving goals related to promotion than for men.

Summary

At the moment, the progressing changes in the 
professional environment require a multi-contextual 
approach to careers and their measurement. The 
binary formulation of a career, namely in objective 
and subjective terms, makes it possible to compre-
hensively analyze and evaluate the achievements 
of an individual. The choice of the parameters for 
evaluating a professional career should take account 
of a broad spectrum of factors, such as the specificity 
of the group being studied, its characteristic features, 
or the context of the problem area being addressed 
by the author. In addition, awareness of the limita-
tions both of the objective and subjective measures 
is necessary. 

In general, the main purpose of the studies is their 
reliability and objectivity, making it possible to cred-
ibly present the results and conclusions resulting from 
the studies conducted, without bias. The common 
career measures used to date, such as remuneration or 
the position held, both because of the evolution of the 
career paradigm and new models, and the impossibil-
ity to determine fixed comparative standards among 
diverse industries and professions, hinder a reliable 
evaluation of the progression of a career. Professional 
development is a continuous and progressive process, 
and one contemporary reflection of professional 
success is having valuable competences and their 
constant evaluation, and not just the power to give 
instructions to others. An individual’s view of them-
selves is present in what they do, and for this reason 
the current understanding of a career highlights the 
importance of the subjective parameters.

Dynamic changes in career models imply the need 
to update the methods of measurement, while main-

taining the objectivity of evaluation. In addition to 
the contemporary approach to career, another aspect 
that gives research originality is the focus on the work 
environment in Central and Eastern Europe.

Confirmation of the relationship between objec-
tive and subjective measures means that they can be 
considered as equivalents, without disqualifying any 
of them in the process of making a reliable career 
assessment.

The objective and subjective career measures are 
correlated and complement and explain each other. 
They are used to measure the same construct but from 
another perspective. Conditioning a career and its ef-
fects by means of many factors creates a diversified 
evaluation framework, which, in consequence makes 
it impossible to indicate a universal, more significant 
and reliable measurement method. The criteria chosen 
depend on the research context. The simultaneous 
occurrence of the variables demonstrated indicates, 
however, the justification of using one of two ap-
proaches to operationalize a professional career. An 
increase in the objective assessment value of a career 
is accompanied by an increase in the subjective satis-
faction with the career. For this reason, in the process 
of measuring a professional career, these measures 
may substitute each other. Moreover, the conclusion 
may be that the use of subjective measures of career 
development meets the condition of an objective 
evaluation.
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Abstract

Technological progress and changes in the lives of contemporary humans have led to 
a situation in which traditional forms of transferring information by means of text have 
become too slow, as it takes recipients more time to learn the content of such messages. 
Researchers emphasise that humans acquire graphic messages better than text. For this 
reason, presenting information in the form of infographics has become a popular method. 
The purpose of this article is to present the issue of infographics, including: definitions, 
types of infographics, and using infographics in different areas of life. An example of 
their wide use are social media. Based on this example, research was conducted using 
a searching technique, the purpose being to verify infographics in selected social media. 
The results of the research allow to acquire information about infographics in terms of 
popularity in a selected period, scope of topics in infographics and information about 
sectors and specialists who share infographics in social media most often.

Keywords: infographics, visualisation information, social media, searching, designing 
infographics

Introduction 

Nowadays it is very important for messages to be communicable and interesting for 
the recipient (see also Litwic-Kaminska, 2011, p. 177). Traditional forms of transferring 
information by means of text have become too slow, because recipients need more time 
to learn the content of such messages. We know that “recipients expect messages to 
be shorter, more intensive, easier to read and – more importantly – pictorial, because 
we live in visual times where pictures help to precise, sum up and illustrate facts” 
(Płaneta, 2013, p. 45). Researchers emphasise that humans acquire graphic messages 
better than text. For this reason, presenting information in the form of infographics 
has become popular. Szews (2017, p. 124) points out that the existing need for visual 
presentation of information may have arisen due to the following reasons. The first 
one is technological development, connected with the layout of magazines, then the 
Internet, which ensures new forms of presenting information, and finally a last factor 
concentrating on the needs of recipients who “want to receive as much information 
as possible and be able to embrace it as soon as possible in the most accessible form” 
(Szews, 2017, p. 124). In addition, research shows that humans acquire graphic infor-
mation much better than text (see also Osińska, 2016, pp. 67–70). This is due to the 
fact that our vision absorbs information that gets to our central nervous system in 
87% (Bartos, 2010, p. 160). Pictures can fulfil a very important role in the efficiency of 
a message, and each message is more attractive for the recipient when it is filled with 
graphic information (Chorodyński, 2020). One of the most often used data visualisation 
methods are infographics, which are most popular in a network environment (Wójcik, 
2017, p. 161).

Definition and origins of infographics

In literature there are different definitions of infographics. Many of them emphasise 
that infographics are a visual form of presenting information popular in media (Płaneta, 
2013, p. 46), also sometimes called ‘information graphics’ or ‘explanatory graphics’, 
connecting textual information and graphic presentation (Iskierka, 2016, pp. 142–143). 
Infographics let you convey different messages, combining complex information in 
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such a way that the recipient can easily understand 
the message (Iskierka, 2016, p. 143). Additionally, info-
graphics, as visual representation of data, let “people 
learn faster and remember things more efficiently and 
effectively through the use of text and visuals than 
using the conventional textual method alone. Info-
graphics can be used in visualiation to enhance data 
interpretation and knowledge discovery” (Shahbazi et 
al., 2021, p. 45). The above definitions are combined 
below by Zimniak-Rucińska (2019): 

 
 Infographics (sometimes called ‘information 

graphics’ or ‘explanatory graphics’) are a visual 
form of presenting information. In infographics 
the text and picture coexist with each other 
– they interpenetrate and complement each 
other. It should be pointed out that pictures in 
infographics do not play a solely decorative or 
simply eye-catching role. Text and picture are 
equally involved in the process of explaining the 
message content and facilitating its understand-
ing. The aim of using the infographic form to 
present the content is to ensure the greatest 
possible transparency and readability. (p. 10)

Why are infographics effective? Zimniak-Rucińska 
(2019) gives a few scientific reasons to explain this. 
Firstly, our brain is created to transform pictures, be-
cause vision reigns over our other senses. Secondly, 
vision precedes words – since we were young we have 
been creating connections between visual objects and 
behaviours, even before we learned to describe these 
objects or behaviours with words” (Zimniak-Rucińska, 
2019, p. 24). Thirdly, our brain does not like bore-
dom – due to large amounts of information from all 

around us, we choose eye-catching information that 
we can focus on. Fourthly, our brain likes emotions 
in the form of a picture which evokes them. Different 
emotions can build picture emotions such as shapes, 
typefaces, colours. Pictures allow emotions to be 
better remembered by the recipient. Next, in order 
to interest the recipient, a human being should be at 
the centre of attention. The final reason is that we re-
member pictures better (based on Zimniak-Rucińska, 
2019, pp. 24–26).

The history of infographics (see also Biecek, n.d.; 
Szklarek, & Klamka, 2020, pp. 46–50; Zimoląg, 2020, 
pp. 302–306) dates back to the times of cave paint-
ings, which are the oldest method of telling a story 
and presenting information. This was followed by 
the picture letter period, where each picture meant 
one term, for example in ancient Egypt in the form 
of hieroglyphs. A variety are pictograms, which nowa-
days are on road signs or warning signs. “Replacing 
a written word with a graphic element is more read-
able and speeds up the understanding of a message. 
Pictograms allow to avoid language barriers” and are 
also used in infographics (Zimniak-Rucińska, 2019, 
p. 14). New forms of data visualisation arose over time 
– developed for specific purposes. One interesting 
examples is an illustration by William Playfair, which 
presents differences between export and import in 
England (see Figure 1). 

Another interesting and novel graphic information 
form are the infographics made by Florence Night-
ingale, who created the coxcomb chart (a pie chart 
with a bar). Nightingale prepared graphic information 
showing an analysis of the numbers and reasons of 
deaths during the Crimean War (see Figure 2). “The 
chart influenced the rulers’ imagination and convinced 

Figure 1
Balance sheet chart from The Commercial and Political Atlas by William Playfair

Source: Odkrywać! Ujawniać! Objaśniać! Zbiór esejów o sztuce prezentowania danych, P. Biecek. Retrieved September 20, 2021 from http://
www.biecek.pl/Eseje/indexHistoria.html



e-mentor nr 2 (94)   57

Infographics in social media. Selected issues

them that it was necessary to improve the conditions 
in hospitals” (Zimniak-Rucińska, 2019, p. 17). 

A map is an information visualisation method 
used by engineers like Ch. J. Minard (see Figure 3). 
He used a map to show the enormity of the defeat 
suffered by Napoleon. His graphic contained sta-
tistical, geographical and meteorological data. An-
other interesting example of such use was a map by 
J. Snow, showing the grouping of cholera cases dur-
ing the 1854 epidemic. Contemporary figures related 
to infographics include: Edward Tufte (see more 
https://www.edwardtufte.com/tufte), who advocates 
message clarity, David McCandless (see https://infor-
mationisbeautiful.net), and Nigel Holmes (who uses 
simple drawings, pictograms and humour) (see more 
http://www.nigelholmes.com/gallery).

Type of infographics, designing 
infographics 

Infographics present different kinds of informa-
tion, such as: knowledge, research results, statistics, 
processes, instructions, curricula vitae, history, ideas 
(Zimniak-Rucińska, 2019, p. 11). Various typologies 
of infographics are proposed in literature. Wildbur 
and Turk distinguish infographics according to their 
use: informing travellers, explaining actions, involv-

Figure 2
Diagram of the causes of mortality in armies in the East by Florence 
Nightingale

Source: Odkrywać! Ujawniać! Objaśniać! Zbiór esejów o sztuce prezentowania da-
nych, P. Biecek. Retrieved September 20, 2021 from http://www.biecek.pl/Es-
eje/indexHistoria.html

Figure 3
Charles Minard’s Figurative Map of the successive losses in men of the 
French Army in the Russian campaign 1812–1813

Source: Odkrywać! Ujawniać! Objaśniać! Zbiór esejów o sztuce prezentowania da-
nych, P. Biecek. Retrieved September 20, 2021 from http://www.biecek.pl/Es-
eje/indexHistoria.html

ing interactions, multi-layered and complex maps and 
diagrams (Szews, 2017, p. 132). Bojakowski (2020), on 
the other hand, takes into account the division into 
explanatory and exploratory graphics. The former 
concentrate on passing specific messages (Bojakowski, 
2020, p. 191). The latter enable the recipients to 
explore data, while the designer’s task is to “present 
data in such a way that the public could make differ-
ent discoveries” (Bojakowski, 2020, pp. 191–192). 
Infographics let the recipient observe different “cor-
relations between data, make comparisons, introduce 
a hierarchy of individual story threads” (Bojakowski, 
2020, pp. 191–192).

Infographics can be distinguished according to 
the way they present their content. Zimniak-Rucińska 
(2019) distinguished the following:

• timeline – information is pre-
sented in chronological order;

• list – bulleted lists of elements;
• comparison – two objects are 

compared in order to be com-
piled, for example to show 
similarities and differences;

• visualised articles – articles 
in visual form, where there is 
a clear division between the 
article’s elements; this type 
includes different aspects and 
facts related to the subject;

• process, i.e. visualising steps in 
a given process, for example in 
the form of instructions;

• map – can be used to explain 
aspects related to such things as 
location points of a company or 
information about an event and 
its environment; 

• numerical infographics – pre-
senting large sets of numerical 
data or statistics;

• anatomy – the central point is 
the discussed object from which 
particular elements of this ob-
ject are shown (pp. 40–47).

Infographics can come in static 
form, as an animation (video) or have 
an interactive form (Dur, 2014, p. 44).

Designing infographics is a proc-
ess that consists of such elements 
as: idea and assumptions, collecting 

information and its selection, designing and promo-
tion (Zimniak-Rucińska, 2019, p. 10). It is important 
to remember for whom the infographic is designed, 
what is its purpose and context and what we want to 
achieve. In addition, Juan Velasco underlines features 
describing practically each infographic:

• visual explaining, which helps to understand or 
discover things easily,

• using graphics as the main means of operation 
but, if necessary, also integrating words with 
the picture in a smooth and dynamic way,
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• functioning independently,
• showing information which was previously hid-

den and invisible, 
• facilitating the understanding of presented 

content,
• being universally understood (Communication 

Nation, 2007).
Different forms of visualisation are used in info-

graphics, such as charts, tables, maps, illustrations. 
Their choice depends on the context, recipients and 
the designer’s idea. Infographics consist of several 
elements, such as a heading (title), graphic elements, 
description (short description of graphic elements), 
background (Chorodyński, 2020). While designing 
infographics it is useful to have some knowledge 
about design basics, including structure, composi-
tion of elements, hierarchy of elements, colour, 
typeface and psychological aspects about ordering 
elements, for example the Gestalt Principles (see 
also Osińska, 2016, pp. 78–80; Pielużek, 2020, 
pp. 126–134). These elements are described in 
detail by Osińska (2016), Smiciklas (2014), Zimniak-
-Rucińska (2019). 

One contemporary designer, Giorgia Lupi (2020a, 
2020b, 2020c), describes the process of creating 
infographics prepared for the magazine La Lettura 
(GiorgiaLupi, 2012) (see also Figure 4). Infograph-
ics can be more extensive and less extensive, and 
of a more or less artistic nature. Lupi describes an 
example of creating an infographic that is more 
extensive. In such extensive infographics there are 
more points, making the process of their creation 
longer. Lupi claims the purpose of this work is to 
supply rich visual narration, i.e. complex stories 
told with the help of data visualisation. The team 
choose the subject of infographics taking into 
consideration today’s cases or historical, cultural 
aspects. They then analyse and compare different 
data collections. To prepare infographics, questions 

are asked which require an answer, and next the data 
is ordered according to context, revealing new facts 
and correlations: “We start from a question or an 
intuition and work from there, then try to put the 
information in context and find additional facts and 
material to potentially correlate” (GiorgiaLupi, 2012). 
The designer emphasises that infographics should 
include information that is convincing and appealing 
to the audience: “once the audience’s attention has 
been ‘caught’ by the aesthetic features of the image, 
the presentation of the information must be clear” 
(GiorgiaLupi, 2012). 

Infographics can be created using many free edi-
tion tools, such as Piktochart, Canva, Infogram, Easel.
ly. But to create a more extensive infographic (as in 
the mentioned example by Giorgia Lupi) of a more 
artistic nature, the author must use more advance 
tools for editing. 

What does a good infographic look like? Literature 
stresses that it should be: understandable, attractive, 
persuasive, readable, substantive and not too long 
(see also Centrum Cyfrowe, 2013, Ozorowski, 2017, 
Święcicki, n.d., pp. 3–4; Zimniak-Rucińska, 2019, 
pp. 55–57). Designers and specialists who prepare 
infographic messages for the Internet underline three 
features characterising a good infographic. Firstly, 
the role of data visualisation in the whole process of 
message transfer. Next, “a colour palette, adjusted 
to the overall message, significantly emphasising 
important elements, hierarchies and dependencies. 
(...) The third factor influencing the convenience of 
reading the information contained in the infographic 
are its physical dimensions, i.e. size” (Nowakowski, 
2014, p. 126). Properly selected shapes and dimen-
sions facilitate the reception (traditional form) or 
reading on a monitor or mobile device (digital form). 
The digital form of infographics should therefore be 
customised to the dimensions of monitors or mobile 
devices.

Figure 4
Nobels, no degrees 

Source: Visual Data – La Lettura. GiorgiaLupi, 2021 (http://giorgialupi.com/lalettura).



e-mentor nr 2 (94)   59

Infographics in social media. Selected issues

Application of infographics in different 
areas

Infographics are used in different areas and sec-
tors. ”Infographics help to avoid distortion and 
ambiguity in a message or communication. They 
can be used in information visualisation to enhance 
data interpretation and knowledge discovery in 
disciplines ranging from computer science, business 
intelligence to humanities. The current wave of in-
fographics usage is gaining momentum in business 
(Shahbazi et al., 2021, p. 45). Infographics are a tool 
that can illustrate complex information limited by 
text, “commonly used as a visual communication 
tool in various fields such as marketing, education, 
healthcare, transportation, and others” (Shahbazi et 
al., 2021, p. 46).

Infographics can be seen in magazines (see also 
Leszkowicz, 2020, pp. 31–32), including scientific 
magazines, for example as graphic abstracts. An ex-
ample is Elsevier Publishing, which uses this method 
(Osińska et al., 2016, p. 72). In addition, infographics 
can also be used independently, for example in La 
Lettura (GiorgiaLupi, 2021).

Infographics are an important tool in educa-
tion (see also Kołowska-Gawiejnowicz et al., 2018; 
Mokwa-Tarnowska, 2019; Ren-Kurc et al., 2018) and 
science (see also Osińska, 2016), and can be used 
for educational purposes, for example as a tool for 
teachers or for providing new information to stu-
dents as a more accessible form of communication 
for the younger generation. Teachers can use it to 
explain new issues, provide important information 
about the school, for example the school statute or 
classroom rules. In science we can use infographics 
for example to illustrate research results or help in 
scientific considerations. 

Infographics can also be used in business (see 
also Szklarek & Klamka, 2020; Nowakowski, 2014) 
in two forms. The first one includes information 
about a company, for example about its products or 
history. The second form of business infographics is 
for building a company’s image, where “the topic of 
infographics is not directly the brand or company. 
(…) The infographics include information related to 
the company or industry” (Zimniak-Rucińska, 2019, 
p. 30), for example a visual article in social media. 
Business infographics can come in different forms, for 
example statistics, sales indicators, market research, 
production processes, or product promotion. “Well-
-designed infographics should bring a specific value 
to customers and employees and at the same time 
serve to achieve a specific business goal” (Iskierka, 
2016, p. 146). In addition, using business infograph-
ics in social media can allow for better interaction 
with clients. “Infographics are a powerful tool for 
illustrating extensive, complex information with very 
little text, for example as a visual communication 
tool in various fields such as marketing, education, 
healthcare, transportation, and others” (Shahbazi et 
al., 2021, p. 46). 

Social media and infographics

Social media (see also Matwiejczyk, 2020, 
pp. 171–173) are a very popular information channel 
for a large part of society. “In 2020 over 3.6 billion peo-
ple used social media worldwide, a number projected 
to increase to almost 4.41 billion in 2025” (Statista, 
n.d.). Popular social media sites include Facebook, 
Twitter and Instagram (see also Matwiejczyk, 2020, 
pp. 174–176). Their popularity is related to the fact 
that information travels faster on social media than on 
informative portals (Hrabiec-Hojda &Trzeciakowska, 
2019, p. 177). Social media use infographics because 
they are “an important addition to your social media 
strategy” (Copypress, 2020). Social media, such as 
Facebook and Twitter, allow people all over the world 
to share information with one another. 

Searching in social media
 When it comes to searching information in social 

media it is important to understand what a hashtag 
is. “A hashtag is a word or a set of words prefaced 
by the hash sign: #, for example #article” (Hra-
biec-Hojda & Trzeciakowska, 2019, p. 179, see also 
Bartosz, 2017). In some social media it may occur 
that searching according to hashtags and classical 
keywords can show different results (see more Hra-
biec-Hojda & Trzeciakowska, 2019, p. 180). When 
using # in the search, we find not only posts related 
to the keyword, but also addressed to a given group 
of recipients searching for the given thematic scope. 
Hashtags allow you to organise content according to 
a given topic or related content into thematic cycles. 
On Twitter, clicking on a hashtag will show all the 
tweets that have been tagged with that hashtag. 
By entering the keyword without #, all tweets that 
contain this word will be displayed in the results, e.g. 
in the username or in the text of the tweet, while 
when searching for words with #, we should find 
tweets that are related to the given topic #, even if 
the tweet does not contain the word, but relates to 
the given thematic scope.

While searching information in social media we can 
use basic search engines, and in selected social media 
also advance search engines. 

On Twitter having an account is not required to 
search published content, e.g. Google. Twitter of-
fers an option of searching in posts with the use of 
hashtags, which can be searched by means of the Ex-
plore search engine. You can also narrow the searched 
information and use the advance search engine form, 
with results ordered according to access tabs: top, 
last, people, photo, video (see Tab. 1). 

Facebook (FB), on the other hand, requires you to 
have an account if you want to search more informa-
tion. After logging in you can choose the FB basic 
search engine, which is located on the left side of the 
interface. The results might be incomplete, because 
some users may set access limits to their content and 
not every user has hashtags in their posts. The results 
can be filtered according to the following criteria: ev-
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Table 1
Searching without an account Searching with an account

Searching in 
Google keywords: 

#infographic Twitter/
Facebook – effect

List of 
results 
without 

an 
account

Basic 
search

Basic 
search 
with 

#

Basic search – filters

Hints 
in 

search 
words

Advanced search form

Twitter

In the results you can 
get a list of tweets 
with # and you can 
filter: 
1)  users (from 

everyone, from 
people who you 
observe – you 
should log in or 
register on Twitter)

2)  localisation 
(everywhere or 
near you)

+

Tab: 
Explore 
and 
search 
engine 

+

+
1)  Filters: 
  People, Location
2)  Sorting the results:
  Top, Last, People, 

Photos, Videos

+

+
In the Advanced search 
form you can narrow 
your searching to: words 
including hashtags, 
language, accounts, 
filters, engagement, date 
from/to.
You can save searches 
and change search 
settings (Hide sensitive 
content, remove blocked 
and muted accounts)

Facebook

In the results you can 
see one profile with 
these keywords and 
information to log in 
or register

– search 
engine +

+ 
1) Filters:
 Everything, Posts, 

People, Photos, 
Video, Marketplace,

 Pages, Places, 
Group, Events

2) Sorting results: 
 Each filter can be 

sorted according 
to selected criteria 
(they can differ 
according the 
selected filter, 
eg. Posts can be 
sorted by: newest, 
displayed by the 
user, date posted, 
posts from, 
location)

+ –

Source: author’s own work.

erything, posts, people, photos, video, marketplace, 
pages, places, group and events. On the results list 
you can see a specified list of the latest results (see 
Tab. 1). 

Infographics in selected social media 
– research 

Infographics are an interesting visual form of pre-
senting information, but are they a popular form of 
publication in selected social media?

The aim of the research was to obtain information 
in the range of publishing infographics in selected 
social media, such as Twitter and FB. The results of 
the research allowed provided information about 

infographics in terms of popularity in a selected pe-
riod, scope of topics in infographics and information 
about sectors and executives who share infographics 
in social media most often. For this research we used 
some search techniques, including basic search and 
advanced searches, searching with hashtags, which 
were used to search information about infographics 
(general) and infographics for a selected area (UX 
– User Experience, Science) in the selected social 
media. 

The research attempted to answer the following 
questions:

• Will the searching of infographics with the use 
of hashtags allow to get relevant results with 
this form of publication?1 (Twitter) 

1 You can write a post using words and hashtags connected with the post subject. But, on the other hand, you can 
also write a post on a completely different topic and use an off-topic hashtag. And this could be the reason why some 
results are completely unnecessary. For: Hrabiec-Hojda, P. (2017, May 5). Wyszukiwanie informacji na Twitterze krok po 
kroku. Rynek Informacji. https://rynekinformacji.pl/twitter 
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• Are hashtags (#) used to post infographics? 
(Facebook)

• What is the scope of infographic topics in 
a selected period? (Twitter, Facebook)

• Which executives / professionals share info-
graphics in social media most often? (Face-
book)

• What languages are used to access infographics 
in selected social media? (Twitter)

• Are UX and science infographics available on 
Twitter? (Twitter).

Twitter – data analysis, research results
The first part of the research focused on searching 

on Twitter. For this purpose a search engine in the 
Explore tab was used. The first searched keyword 
was: #infografika (Polish for infographics). The results 
list contained different forms of infographics, part 
of them were enclosed as links to materials in social 
media posts, while others were presented directly as 
social media posts. Some of them had photographs 
with text. Others were presented in a more classical 
form providing data in the form of different types of 
visualisations, such as charts, maps, graphs, diagrams. 
The infographics on the results list deal with differ-
ent topics. The topics concerned: COVID (preparing 
a vaccine, vaccines), the economy (e.g. investments, 
development), information from different countries, 
e.g. the speed limit in Paris in 2021, road repairs, 
rape statistics, extradition of terrorists, number of 
people injured in accidents, maximum and minimum 
air temperatures, nuclear power plants around Poland, 
exhaust emissions, forests, information on financing 
programmes (SMEs), and EURO2020. They also includ-
ed business information, such as a company’s client 
satisfaction, stakeholders of the digital environment 
for the implementation of tachographs (product / serv-
ice promotion), developed technologies of mobile op-
erators, e-commerce, information on a given issue (10 
things about basketball). Some of the topics concerned 
humorous issues. The infographics represented the 
following languages: English, Polish, Latvian, Czech, 
Serbian, Uzbek, Croatian, Slovenian, Bosnian.

Searching on Twitter was then narrowed and 
the used keyword was #infografika in the period 
01.07–31.07 for several years (2021, 2020, 2019). The 
results were checked in the order of their popularity. 
The most results were obtained for 2019 (31 results), 
then for 2020 (20 results) and the least for 2021 
year (13 results). The range of topics changed over 
the selected years. The results list of 2019 included 
information about: product promotion (e.g. Nike), 
blog promotion, event sponsors (Runmageddon), tips 
about publishing content in social media and issues 
concerning internet marketing, popular authors, the 
anniversary of a taxi company, the number of workers 
in a company, product development (car brands, app 
systems), political issues (authorities of the Balkans), 
farm finances, reports about health and e-clients. The 
infographics were in: English, Czech, Croatian, Polish 
(more than in the following years), Latvian.

In the results list for 2020 infographics connected 
with the global situation regarding COVID were 
common. The disseminated infographics presented 
information about COVID: number of those infected, 
information about the COVID situation in selected 
countries (e.g. Slovenia), travelling in a selected 
country and information about it (Czechia), infor-
mation about rescuing an industry (e.g. Slovenia). 
In 2020 infographics showing information from 
a selected country were less popular, such as police 
data (infographics with statistics of police officers), 
information about the number of people in a selected 
area, saving water, finances (Latvia), money of un-
known origin, tragic events in Srebrenica (Czechia), 
business information (reports), and health issues (jog-
ging, fruits). The languages in which users provided 
infographics were: Croatian, Czech, Polish, Latvian, 
Slovenian.

In 2021 fewer infographics included COVID infor-
mation. There was information about history icons, 
changes in temperature, interest rates, the price of 
petrol (last 20 years) as well as reports on hate crimes, 
on the extradition of terrorists, court proceedings for 
an attempted terrorist attack, tourist traffic (Czechia). 
The infographics were available in: Czech, Polish, 
Uzbek, Hungarian.

The next part of the research on Twitter concerned 
verifying infographics according to a selected criteria 
– User Experience. We checked if the infographics 
available on Twitter can help to remember important 
information regarding a selected criteria. The first 
searched keywords were #infografika #UX, without 
an indicated period. The result were eight posts, 
and among them were infographics with informa-
tion of the process of designing a website, internet 
use by seniors, touch screen (easy and difficult to 
use), factors which influence the conversion in a 
website, the profile of a Polish UX Specialist. The 
information was mainly prepared in Polish, but also 
in Czech. Due to the low count of results in previous 
searches, we decided to connect infographics and 
UX and search for the keywords #infographic #UX. 
The results were too numerous, so we decided to 
narrow the period (10.08.2021–10.09.2021). The 
result was 11 posts. The obtained infographics were 
mainly in English and showed UX issues, which were 
shared by UX specialists and one company (twice). 
The issues which were on the list of results included: 
tips – how can the User Experience team become 
more useful for the company, information about 
the elements taken into account in the experience 
design, as well as information on architecture, UX 
strategy, UX vs UI, 70 Features for a Successful Small 
#Business Website, information about changes in 
electronic banking. The results also covered favourite 
visualisation tools from #infographic, so it was on 
the list of results. 

The next part of the study was searching infor-
mation about infographics on Twitter in concern-
ing science, so we decided to use keywords with 
a Boolean operator AND narrowed to a specific period 
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(10.08.2021–10.09.2021): #infographic AND #sci-
ence. It gave 12 results in English. The infographics 
concerned issues from chemistry, biology, astronomy, 
research and included: The Botanical Classification 
of fruits, structure of a mushroom, elements of an 
astronaut’s outfit, Bunsen burner, reasons why humour 
and comedy are important, interaction with elements, 
COVID vaccination rate.

The analysis and results of this part of research 
indicated that searching for infographics with # al-
lowed to find this form of publication on Twitter using 
a basic search, as well as narrowing down the search 
to a certain time period using an advanced search. In 
addition, searching for selected thematic ranges (UX 
and Science) was possible with the use of keywords 
with # and the Boolean operator to the second search 
area in order to obtain a higher search result. In the 
case of searching for UX infographics, a better result 
was obtained when using an English-language word 
(as #infographic). To sum up, Twitter is a source of 
infographics also in the scope of the UX discipline and 
science. Using keywords with hashtags and narrowing 
the searching scope (for example narrowing the time 
period) are helpful searching tools. You can also use 
the Boolean operator.

Facebook – data analysis, research results
Due to the fact that Facebook users can limit access 

to their page’s contents and do not use hashtags, the 
results could be incomplete. Still, interesting informa-
tion was obtained in accessible resources. The search 
was made with the use of the Facebook search engine 
and a private FB account (Polish version). The first 
searched keyword was: #infografika. We discovered 
that 2,500 users published posts on this topic. The re-
sults were narrowed to the period from 11.06.2021 to 
2.09.2021 (to the end of the page which is displayed). 
We learned which trades often share infographics 
and what the scope of topics in infographics is. In 
this study we could see on the results list that a lot 
of infographics concern a healthy lifestyle and diets. 
These infographics are presented by dieticians. The 
infographics occur as information about products, 
nutritional ingredients, meal ideas, types of diets, daily 
caloric requirement, how to stick to a diet (e.g. the 
80/20 principle), diet jokes. In addition, we observed 
the popularity of infographics published on FB pages/
fanpages by personal trainers and fanpages concerning 
a healthy lifestyle, beauty and psychological issues. 
There were infographics by a personal trainer shar-
ing information about training goals, first workouts, 
warm-up, daily caloric requirements, looking after 
oneself. Another fanpage that concerned a healthy 
lifestyle shared information about seasonal vegeta-
bles, fruits, vitamins or pains of different parts of the 
body. Administrators of pages concerning beauty (e.g. 
shops selling cosmetics and hairdressing accessories) 
prepare graphic information about products, beauty 
issues, e.g. hair care. On the results list there are also 
posts with infographics concerning psychology and 
psychotherapy, such as theories, exercises, descrip-

tions of illnesses, causes of psychological problems. 
These are followed by educational infographics, which 
include explanations of terms or processes, e.g. in the 
field of forestry. In addition, the infographics on FB 
promote companies’ tools, and allow for interaction 
with users and clients. In this type of infographics, for 
example an art tools shop fanpage, we found instruc-
tions for spray painting, a company selling car parts 
had infographics concerning automotive issues, and 
a language school shared infographics with words in 
a foreign language.

The next part of the research covered searching 
with the keyword #infographic (English version). The 
results list showed that 41,000 users published posts 
on this topic. The results (for the period: 22.08.2021–
–20.09.2021) showed that, as in previous search re-
sults (#infografika), a lot of infographics relate to di-
ets, healthy eating and lifestyle, psychology, education 
and science (e.g. Recommendations for the prevention 
of exercise-induced muscle cramps; how to become 
a great programmer). There are also infographics on 
information and organisation fanpages (e.g. about 
natural resources, women in the government on high 
positions, statistics, reports, COVID), promotion of 
one’s own graphic works in the infographics area (e.g. 
infographics about preparing for pregnancy for peo-
ple with diabetes, design), promotion of companies 
and interaction with clients/users (e.g. infographics: 
fanpages of cafes – promoting the café’s offer, a car 
showroom – infographics about the causes of a bro-
ken battery, a real estate agency – presentation of an 
employee, an IT company – information about a pro-
gramme, a marketing company – marketing advice). 
These infographics are in English, Russian, Arabic.

The analysis and results of this part of the study 
showed that hashtags are used in posts in which in-
fographics are used. Infographics are quite a popular 
form that is shared and tagged with a hashtag in FB 
posts. This was observed while searching for the Polish 
and English versions of the word infographics. In this 
research the limited period option was helpful.

Research conclusion
To sum up the research results in selected social 

media, we observed that infographics are shared on 
Twitter and FB, represent different scopes of topics 
and are published in different languages. Thanks to 
the research on Twitter, we observed that infographics 
are not only used to present a company or interaction 
with clients, but also with regard to the changing situ-
ation in the world and accompanying events (COVID). 
This was visible in the results list in selected years. 
Infographics constitute an educational resource that 
can broaden knowledge in a selected discipline, as 
was observed while searching UX and science. On the 
other hand, thanks to the results on FB, we saw that 
infographics are used as a communication means in 
selected industries, e.g. to present a company and 
its employees, promote products and keep in touch 
with clients/users. Finally, we saw that infographics are 
a very popular form of contact in social media.
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Summary

To sum up our research, we can observe that info-
graphics are a powerful form of communication and 
can be used in different areas and sectors. Infograph-
ics can be designed with the use of different types of 
visualisation of information/elements, such as charts, 
tables, maps and others. Their choice depends on 
such factors as the purpose of a given infographic, its 
context and recipients. Contemporary recipients are 
demanding and expect information to be both fast 
and readable. Infographics make this possible. Using 
infographics was presented by means of a search 
technique that shows the most popular scopes of 
topics and the sectors that apply them in selected 
social media.
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Addressing students’ perceived value 
with the virtual university concept

Abstract

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, digital transformation has significantly 
accelerated in many industries, including somewhat slow-changing higher education. 
The epidemic situation pushed students, faculties, and administrators to experiment 
to a much greater degree with online classes, digital cooperation, and virtual student 
services. For the majority of the academic community, this situation created a completely 
new reality. Indeed, the digital experience in higher education was for some community 
members quite challenging, if not traumatic. Fairly soon, however, the digital experiment 
proved successful in many areas. In some cases, even more effective than conservative 
practices. 
The Virtual University Concept (VUC) has been a topic of debate for quite some time, but 
only now has it found a receptive audience in all sectors of the academic community. In 
the following articles, the authors will attempt to conceptualize the virtual university as 
an innovative way to address contemporary challenges for Higher Education Institutions 
(HEI), specifically their ability to identify, create and capture value for students. The concept 
of the VUC is grounded in a literature review, the professional experience of the authors, 
as well as the student survey, which was conducted in one of Cracow’s private colleges. 
The authors have listed fundamental areas of focus that need to be addressed before at-
tempting to model the VUC. They include the technical and technological capacity of a HEI, 
faculty development, cost management, innovation, and students’ and employers’ value 
perceptions. All this must be done with the goal of providing value to key stakeholders at 
a reasonable cost. All the authors’ inquiry streams seem to suggest that if well designed 
and implemented, the VUC can be a source of significant value to students and therefore 
should be considered in HEI expansion and turnaround strategies. 

Keywords: virtual university concept, perceived value, distance learning, e-learning, Higher 
Education Institution (HEI)

Introduction

The outbreak of the pandemic related to the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus at the 
beginning of 2020 caused temporary restrictions on the functioning of educational in-
stitutions in many countries around the world. On March 30, 2020, as the pandemic was 
accelerating, educational institutions of all levels were closed in 167 countries. Schools 
were closed for the longest periods in India (60 weeks), Argentina (59 weeks), and the 
United States (58 weeks). In Poland, schools were closed for 43 weeks (UNESCO, n.d.). 
Due to the pandemic, the World Health Organization introduced a state of epidemic 
on March 11, 2020 (World Health Organization, 2020). On that day, the operations 
of HEIs  in Poland were severely limited by  government order, and thus institutions 
of higher education faced the difficult task of ensuring education continuity, which 

Ryszard Ćwiertniak, College of Economics and Computer Science in Cracow (WSEI), Poland, 
 https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9295-5549

Przemysław Stach, College of Economics and Computer Science in Cracow (WSEI), Poland, 
 https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8393-0892

Katarzyna Kowalska-Jarnot, College of Economics and Computer Science in Cracow (WSEI), Poland, 
 https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2829-8841

Karolina Worytkiewicz-Raś, College of Economics and Computer Science in Cracow (WSEI), Poland, 
 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6169-7652

Barbara Wachułka-Kościuszko, College of Economics and Computer Science in Cracow (WSEI), 
Poland,  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3246-0418

Przemysław 
Stach

Katarzyna
Kowalska-

-Jarnot

Karolina
Worytkiewicz-

-Raś

Barbara
Wachułka-
-Kościuszko



ICT in education

66   e-mentor nr 2 (94)

conveniently could be attained by the use of Internet-
based, distance learning solutions1.

Distance learning and e-learning are well-known 
tools supporting the teaching process at universities 
and colleges, however, before the outbreak of the 
pandemic, they were not widely used (Zbarache-
wicz, 2020). According to the study “E-learning in 
European Higher Education Institutions”, almost all 
higher education institutions offered digital learning. 
In Germany, Spain, Switzerland the United Kingdom, 
and Poland, more than 50% of students are involved 
in distance learning, whereas in Italy, France, and 
Turkey these activities are least popular (Gaebel et 
al., 2014). The same study also addressed students’ 
motivation to engage in online learning. It was found 
that the most popular motive among students was 
the opportunity to combine work and study (69% of 
respondents). 

A few months after the pandemic pushed many 
HEIs into launching virtual classes, many intuitions 
began to evaluate the students’ online experience. 
A major Polish university specializing in training 
educators based in Cracow conducted a survey in 
May and June 2020 (n = 1927) to assess students’ 
satisfaction among certain other issues (Długosz & 
Foryś, 2020). The researchers report that 40% of stu-
dents evaluated the experience as good or very good, 
and 35% evaluated it as average. Only 25% of students 
described the experience as negative. However, when 
requested to compare the experience with traditional 
campus-based learning, only one in five students said 
that remote learning was better. The reason for this 
interesting discrepancy may lie in the survey students’ 
replies regarding the pros and cons of remote learning. 
Predictably, the advantages included savings in time 
and money, and the safety and comfort of their homes. 
The disadvantages, however, include overload of study 
material and assignments, lack of motivational stimuli, 
and lack of direct contact with peers and professors. 
These findings illustrate clearly that online learning is 
not just about moving classes into cyberspace.

The authors’ institution, the College of Economics 
and Computer Science (WSEI), just like other similar 
HEI in Poland and around the world, had to face 
the challenge of transferring their operations into 
cyberspace. Although the WSEI leadership had been 
planning to increase its digitalization even before 
the pandemic, the move online was earlier than an-
ticipated. Nevertheless, the college was able to start 
providing most of the classes online in just three days. 
To support the seamless move into cyberspace, many 
training sessions for students and processors were 
offered just before the launch, as well as throughout 
the semester. Student support initiatives were also 
introduced, including psychological support and social 
engagement. 

Although it is too early to attempt a meta-analy-
sis of the remote learning experience forced upon 
students due to COVID-19, some already published 
research suggests that many students found the 
experience generally satisfying and that potential 
drawbacks of online learning can be effectively coun-
tered by substantial benefits (Fatani, 2020; Sharma et 
al., 2020; Surahman & Sulthoni, 2020; Zeng & Wang, 
2021). The research proves that the introduction of 
distance and e-learning as the basic channel of the 
didactic process at a higher education institution 
is indeed a complex process. Understandably, the 
emergency launch of remote learning forced institu-
tions to focus on the priorities they were able to deal 
with at short notice, resulting in varied evaluations 
of online learning. However, a college or a university 
wishing to fully capitalize on the benefits and pos-
sibilities of distance learning needs to realize early 
during the venture that it requires a profound digital 
transformation of organizational, managerial, didac-
tic, and scholarly systems, with the aim to adapt to 
the environment and its changes and the needs of all 
stakeholders (Mazurek, 2019; Seres et al., 2018), as 
well as to improve, expand, and provide new functions 
or redesign the products or services already offered 
(Sandkuhl & Lehmann, 2017). 

Conceptual framework

The transition of higher education institutions 
to remote teaching and, in many cases, their digital 
transformation forced upon them by the pandemic 
constitutes a significant organizational change that 
results from the need to adapt. Although the change 
is unprecedented, the contemporary HEIs had been, at 
least to some extent, prepared by the widespread use of 
the Internet and many examples of successful distance 
and e-learning initiatives (e.g., edX, Coursera, many 
universities globally already offering online degree 
programs). During just one generation, the Internet 
has become a resource supporting multidirectional 
communication, research, transactions, and co-creation 
of value (Goliński, 2011). The potential benefits of us-
ing digital technologies mean that a rethink is needed 
of HEI stakeholders’ needs and that the value higher 
education has to offer needs to be redefined.

To sum up the considerations on the scope of dis-
tance learning and referring to the current situation 
caused by the pandemic, this kind of learning is not 
limited to an unconventional educational (training) 
service based on Internet technology. The discussion 
around the definition of distance learning touches on 
many aspects. Online learning is by definition a bene-
ficial change in various areas of a university’s activity 
(schools, training centers), established at the HEI or 
outside it, being a response to the needs of students 

1 The discussion surrounding distance learning and e-learning covers many aspects. The subject of the analysis may 
be technology, technology sources and features, the way technology is adapted and used, and people implementing 
them at the HEI. There is also a problem with distinguishing between synchronous, asynchronous and hybrid rates.
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(course participants) or a crisis. It is an evolutionary 
improvement of study programs and adaptation of 
them to new market requirements (student needs). 
Thus, the scope of distance learning in this approach 
concerns numerous elements (educational service, 
internet solutions, the process of managing study 
programs, incremental improvement), which should 
follow from the values   adopted at the university and 
the quality standards of distance learning.

Perceived value
The concept of customer perceived value in higher 

education has not gained sufficient attention in 
scholarly literature so far, even though it offers great 
theoretical and practical potential (for example, see 
Stach & Bąk, 2009). The concept was introduced to 
management studies by Peter Drucker in 1954. He 
pointed out that price is not an indicator of the value 
of a product or a service, but it is merely one of the 
multiple factors that the customer considers when as-
sessing a marketing offer (Drucker, 1998). Zeithaml’s 
research suggests four ways to understand value: 
value as low price, value as what one expects from 
a product, value as what one gets in return for what 
one pays, and what one receives in return for what 
one provides (Zeithaml, 1988). The key role of the 
concept of value has been fully appreciated in mar-
keting. Kotler and Armstrong (2008) propose that the 
purpose of marketing is to create value for customers 
and to capture this value from customers in return. 
To Grönroos (2006), marketing refers to a customer 
focus that permeates organizational functions and 
processes and is geared towards making promises 
through value propositions enabling the fulfillment 
of individual expectations.

Expanding further our understanding of the value 
concept, it is useful to account for both the perspec-
tives of the value-creator and value-receiver.

Thus from the HEI perspective, value may be per-
ceived in at least two ways:

• as a basis for marketing orientation, i.e. a per-
spective that helps to understand the market 
and students' needs and to create an educational 

offer in such a way that it can become the po-
tential source of competitive advantage, 

• as a general experience of a student-consumer, 
who partly co-creates and affects their satisfac-
tion and perception of the HEI.

Likewise, from the perspective of a student-
consumer, value can be understood in many ways, 
including a sufficiently low price, quality obtained at 
the price paid, a benefit-cost ratio, or the sum of all 
customer expectations (see Tab. 1). 

The benefit-cost ratio-based operationalization 
of customer value can be useful from the managerial 
viewpoint and has been successfully employed in 
Osterwalder’s Value Proposition Canvas (Osterwalder 
et al., 2014) because it focuses the value providers’ 
attention on identifying those features of the item of-
fered which are perceived by their customer as either 
value-enhancing or value-diminishing. This realization 
becomes an opportunity to actively improve the item 
offered to highlight the first type and alleviate the 
second. Inspired by the benefit-cost ratio approach to 
value, one can come up with a list of value enhancers 
(or benefits) and value diminishers (or costs) for the 
HEI (see Tab. 2). 

It is, however, important to stress that in some 
instances, value diminishers may become value-en-
hancing if a different meaning is attached to them. 
An obvious example may be the tuition fee, where 
in some cases the higher the tuition students are ex-
pected to pay for a given program, the higher the per-
ceived value, because the tuition cost may be strongly 
associated with selectivity, and exceptional quality. 
Yet again, the list of potential costs and benefits will 
change over time due to advances in technology and 
social trends, and is strongly context-related. It can 
be argued that the transition to remote teaching 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has modified the 
sets of costs and benefits because there has been 
a profound change in experience and expectations. 
The unpublished research conducted in the authors’ 
institution provides an insight into what students 
might nowadays perceive as value enhancers or cost 
(i.e., value diminishers) (see Tab. 3).

Table 1
Selected ways in which value may be understood and defined

Understanding of value Example of a definition

Value understood as a quality 
obtained at the price paid Value is defined as a quality-price ratio (Lichtenstein et al., 1990).

Value understood as an attractive 
price

Value is the ratio of the hypothetical price of a supplier’s offer that allows the customer 
to cross the break-even point – to the best alternative available to the customer for 
the realisation of the same set of functions (Oliva, 2000).

Value understood as the total of all 
customer expectations

Value refers to the total benefits a customer believes they will obtain if they accept 
the market price (Hunt & Morgan, 1995).

Value understood as a benefit-cost 
ratio

Value constitutes a comprehensive assessment of a product and its acquisition and 
usage, which is performed by a customer by comparing the received benefits and the 
incurred costs (Näslund et al., 2006). 

Source: Współtworzenie wartości w marketingu. Przykład szkolnictwa wyższego (pp. 22–26). K. Dziewanowska, 2018, Wydawnictwo 
C. H. Beck. 
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Virtual university concept
Indeed, the recent experience, literature review, 

and research results have led the authors to con-
ceptualize a framework that might be referred to as 
a Virtual University Concept (VUC) of the new normal. 
To begin, the authors listed five fundamental areas of 

Table 2
A list of common value enhancers and diminishers in education products offered by a HEI

Potential value 
enhancers

Practical effects • Acquisition of knowledge, practical skills, understanding of market and business

Social effects • Making social connections, contacts, learning about diverse cultures

Strategic effects • Education/diploma/master’s or bachelor’s degree

Potential value 
diminishers

Material costs of 
studying

• Study fees, textbook costs, equipment costs (laptop), accommodation expenses, 
travel expenses

Psychological 
costs of studying

• Stress related to classes and examinations, missing family, students’ and their 
families’ expectations

Sacrificed 
benefits

• Free time, time spent with family, comfort, mobility (flexibility), traveling, 
entertainment

Source: authors’ work based on “Making sense of higher education: students as a consumer and the value of the university expe-
rience”, T. Woodall, A. Hiller, & S. Resnick, 2014, Studies in Higher Education, 39(1), 48–67. (https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.
648373).

Table 3
Post-pandemic changes in perceived benefits and costs related to the transition to remote teaching 

Value-adding 
components

• More free time (it is not necessary to leave home, travel to the college).
• Saving money (no rent or travel expenses)*.
• Higher mobility (the possibility to participate in classes from any location).
• Comfort.
• Higher quality of lectures (silence, better concentration).
• Reduced amount of stress during examinations, classes, and presentation of thesis.

Cost-related 
components

• Lower quality of classes due to technical issues (lack of equipment, poor-quality equipment, 
slow Internet connection or no connection at all).

• Weaker social interactions with other students. Difficulties in developing new contacts.
• A lack or a limited possibility to enjoy the sports, cultural and social events offered by the city.
• Weaker ties in project teams.
• Lower quality of some practical classes.

Note. * Concerning students who live outside of Cracow.
Source: students’ satisfaction after transferring to remote study (2021).

Figure 1
The Virtual University system model – proposal

Source: authors’ own work.

focus that need to be addressed before attempting to 
model the VUC (see Fig. 1). 

They include the technical and technological 
capacity of a HEI, faculty development, cost manage-
ment, innovation, and students’ and employers’ value 
perceptions. Thus the institution of higher education 
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needs to have adequate technical and technological 
capacity and competent faculty and administrators 
digitally literate and able and willing to innovate. All 
this must be done with the goal of providing value to 
key stakeholders at a reasonable cost.

Digitization and virtualization of learning and 
teaching need to be fully compatible with the mis-
sion and vision of a HEI. Once the strategic decisions 
are made, the focus needs to be on delivering new 
products (study programs, courses, etc.), improving 
processes, and delivering new business models (Trias 
de Bes & Kotler, 2011). Reducing the uncertainty of the 
process of digitization through its long-term evalua-
tion is vital for the learning process in an organization 
(Hubbard, 2014). The control system confirms that all 
conditions (i.e. the necessary resources, process, and 
values   proposition) are effectively applied in practice. 
These perspectives, taken together in the context of 
active capabilities, provide the conceptual parameters 
for the VUC which can be depicted using the business 
logic triangle proposed by Osterwalder and Pigneur 
(2002) (see Fig. 2).

The dynamic capabilities perspective offers an ex-
ploratory view of the concept of the VUC and allows 
the authors to argue that the operationalization of the 
VUC depends on an HEI’s capabilities (Teece, 2018). 

The digitalization process underlies the value 
creation capabilities of an HEI and is strongly influ-
enced by the digitalization of an HEI’s environment. 
That is why it is crucial to adjust an HEI’s processes 
and structures to support value creation (Rachinger 

et al., 2019). Summed up, this is the use of digital 
technologies to change an education model and 
provide new value opportunities; it is the process of 
switching to a digital mode of education. This paper 
provides such a framework, organized around key 
priorities that will be useful for any university’s execu-
tive team. These areas are remote access; engaging 
students; accelerating agility and efficiency; reducing 
operational costs.

Methodology

Academic literature recognizes the multidimen-
sional nature of value, as well as challenges with the 
operationalization of the concept (Stach, 2009). One 
way to measure the perceived value in higher educa-
tion is to use various single or multidimensional scales 
to examine functional, perceived, emotional or social 
value as well as different combinations of value types 
(Dziewanowska, 2018). 

In their study, the authors focused on a selected 
number of core measures implemented in their insti-
tution in response to COVID-19 that are associated 
with e-learning and remote study. The package of 
remote study solutions that addressed the students’ 
immediate needs included web-based classes, online 
consultations, extracurricular webinars and training 
sessions, and online assessments and examinations. 
The students were offered online services of the 
Dean’s Office, which dealt with all issues concern-
ing the academic progression toward graduation. To 

Figure 2
Conceptual settings – dynamic capabilities perspective

Source: authors’ own work based on an eBusiness model ontology for modeling eBusiness. 15th Bled Electronic Commerce Conference 
eReality: Constructing the eEconomy (pp. 75–91), A, Osterwalder, & Y. Pigneur, 2002, http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?
doi=10.1.1.557.8131&rep=rep1&type=pdf; “Business models and dynamic capabilities”, D. J. Teece, Long Range Planning, 51(1), 
40–49 (https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2017.06.007); “Digitalization and its influence on business model innovation”, M.  Rachinger, 
R. Rauter, C. Müller, W. Vorraber, & E. Schirgi, 2019, Journal of Manufacturing Technology Management, 30(8), 1143–1160 (https://doi.
org/10.1108/JMTM-01-2018-0020).



ICT in education

70   e-mentor nr 2 (94)

support the learning and studying effort, an online 
platform (Office 365 and Moodle.org) was made com-
pulsory for all classes which migrated online. Online 
library services were publicized, although they had 
been partially in place before. The authors decided 
to add a “limited presence on campus” measure, al-
though this is a consequence of the safety measures 
introduced due to the pandemic. Nevertheless, it 
can be perceived as a total offering component of 
the educational package and would potentially be 
valued by students on some occasions. The recent 
COVID-19 experience and the literature review have 
led the authors to hypothesize as follows:

• The selected core measures implemented in 
response to COVID-19 are perceived by students 
as adding value to their educational experience 
with the HEI.

• Part-time students perceive the core measures 
as adding value more often than full-time stu-
dents. 

• Working students perceive the core measures 
as adding value more often than students who 
did not have a job. 

• First-year students perceive core measures as 
adding value less often than more senior stu-
dents.

• The core measures are positively correlated with 
students' expectations toward the HEI.

To test the listed hypotheses, the authors con-
ducted in June and July 2021 a census-type study 
by sending an online survey to all undergraduate 
students currently enrolled in the College of Econom-
ics and Computer Science (WSEI) in Cracow, Poland. 
957 students returned completed questionnaires, 
which were checked for errors and inconsistencies 
and entered into a statistical analysis package (open 
source PSPP software). 

An ordinal level scale was designed to measure the 
perceived value of the virtual university components 
as well as students’ expectations. 

Students’ perceived value was measured using 
a seven-point fully labeled and balanced ordinal 
scale (used originally in Polish): how was the value 

of studying at WSEI affected by the following (list of 
items)? (1) significantly reduced value; (2) reduced 
value; (3) somewhat reduced value; (4) had no impact; 
(5) somewhat added value; (6) added value; (7) signifi-
cantly added value.

Students’ expectations were measured using an 
unbalanced fully labeled six-point ordinal scale: to 
what extent your expectations were met: (1) not met at 
all; (2) met to a small extent; (3) met at 50%; (4) mostly 
met; (5) met completely; (6) were exceeded.

The data analysis was conducted using parametric 
tests following the common practice among research-
ers, supported by empirical findings that confirm their 
robustness for ordinal scales (Norman, 2010; Sullivan 
& Artino, 2013; de Winter & Dodou, 2010).

Findings and discussion

Sample

The obtained sample covered 71% of male stu-
dents, with 82.3% of the students between the ages 
of 19 and 25. 68.7% of students majored in Computer 
Science. 58% of the sample were first-year students. 
Almost half of the surveyed students currently live 
in Cracow, the city where the college is located. The 
surveyed students follow one of the available modes 
of study. There were 35.2% of full-time (traditional, 
campus-based) students and 64.8% part-time students 
(attend classes on campus on weekends) among the 
respondents. 31.8% of full-time students and 89.4% 
of part-time students had a job when taking part in 
the survey (Tab. 4).

The perceived value of the core measures 
Based on the literature review and the authors’ 

first-hand observations in the last academic year, they 
hypothesize that the core measures implemented by 
WSEI are perceived by students as adding value to 
their educational experience.

The average scores for all the questionnaire items 
referring to the core measures were between 4.6 
and 6.07 on a seven-point scale, suggesting that on 

Table 4
Characteristics of the obtained sample

Overall academic program

Year of study Year 1 = 58.2% Year 2 = 26.6% Year 3 or 4 = 15.2%

Academic 
program

Computer Science and 
Econometrics = 68.7% Business Administration = 19.0% Finance and Accounting = 12.3%

Sample characteristics

Gender Female = 28.7% Male = 71.3%

Age 19–25 = 82.3% 26–35 = 15.5% 36–45 = 1.7% >45 = 0.5%

Place of 
residence Cracow = 47.9% Other city > 100,000 = 

5.3% City < 100,000 = 16.2% Rural area = 30.6%

Study mode 
& jobs

Full-time = 35.2% Part-time = 64.8%

with a job = 31.8% no job = 68.2% with a job = 89.4% no job = 10.6%

Source: authors’ analysis using the open-source statistical analysis package PSPP GNU pspp 1.2.0-g0fb4db. 
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average the respondents found all the items on the 
value-adding side of the measurement scale. The sur-
veyed students found all but one evaluated measure 
as adding value to their college experience. It is inter-
esting to note that three measures were considered 
especially value-adding. They include the Dean’s Office 
online services, online assessments and examina-
tions, and the online platform. These were found by 
respondents to enhance their value experience (86.7%, 
85.8%, and 87.1% respectively). Also, online classes 
and a limited campus presence are among those least 
valued measures. They also display a much more dis-
tributed opinion range, with a significant percentage 
of respondents finding them to be value-diminishing. 
20% of respondents perceived online classes and 26.3% 
of respondents perceived limited campus presence to 
be value-diminishing.

The only measure in the core measures package 
perceived as not adding value was online library 
services. 65% of respondents stated that the library 
services did not change the value experience from 
them. The presented empirical observations seem to 
support the hypothesis with the somewhat unclear 
exception of the online library component (for more 
see Tab. 5).

Part-time students and students with jobs 
Unlike traditional, campus-based full-time students, 

part-time students attend classes on weekends (usu-
ally every second weekend). They tend to be older 
than the traditional college age, with careers and 
families. However, not only part-time students have 
jobs. With financial pressures and job market oppor-
tunities, many full-time students find jobs very early 
in their college life.

The remote mode of study seems especially con-
venient to those students who have jobs and need to 
find a balance between study and work obligations. 
By studying remotely, they are not expected to show 
up on campus and they can attend classes online and 
submit their assignments and take examinations via 
distance learning platforms. By eliminating the need 
to travel, in many cases, they can save a substantial 

amount of time and gain a degree of flexibility in 
planning their work, college, and home activities. 
Therefore, the authors have hypothesized that both 
part-time students and those currently having jobs will 
perceive virtual university components as adding value 
to their college experience more often than full-time 
students and students who do not have jobs. 

Again, the hypothesis can be supported by the 
obtained empirical data. Part-time students and 
those students with jobs consistently rate higher the 
value-adding property of each of the core measures. 
All the mean differences for the measured items are 
statistically significant (see Tab. 6 and 7).

First-year students
The first-year students are students that came to 

college during the COVID-19 pandemic, which started 
in the last semester of their high school education. 
At some point in the spring semester of 2020, their 
schools switched to an online mode of instruction. 
Their experience with distance learning had largely 
been improvised and was often far from optimal. This 
unfortunately may have reinforced a rather negative 
social attitude toward the value of online studies. 
Moreover, freshmen usually look forward to campus 
life and, since the higher education experience is 
something new and foreign for them, they will proba-
bly feel safer in the in-person setting, where they have 
more traditional contact with professors and college 
administrators. Thus, the authors have hypothesized 
that first-year students will perceive the core measures 
introduced in response to COVID-19 as diminishing 
the value of their college experience.

However, the authors found that the obtained data 
did not support the hypothesis. The first-year students 
all rate the items referring to the core measures in the 
value-adding region of the scale. Moreover, they seem 
to perceive five out of eight components as value-add-
ing more often than more senior students. They seem 
to value more online consultations with the faculty, 
online training and webinars, online examinations and 
assessments, and the online platform more than their 
more senior counterparts (Tab. 8).

Table 5
Perceived value of core measures introduced in response to COVID-19

No. Items N Mean (Std. 
Deviation)

Decreases 
perceived value 

(%)

Changes 
perceived value 

(%)

Increases 
perceived 
value (%)

1. Online classes 957 5.36 (1.923) 20.0 9.4 70.6

2. Online Dean’s Office / Registrar 957 6.14 (1.266) 3.4 9.8 86.7

3. Online consultations 957 5.71 (1.454) 4.1 24.2 71.7

4. Online training & webinars 957 5.66 (1.385) 4.1 22.2 73.8

5. Online assessments & examinations 957 6.07 (1.406) 7.1 7.1 85.8

6. Limited presence on campus 957 4.93 (2.142) 26.3 16.2 57.5

7. Online platform 957 6.01 (1.286) 4.5 8.4 87.1

8. Online library 957 4.62 (1.304) 4.2 65.0 30.8

Source: The authors’ analysis using the open-source statistical analysis package PSPP GNU pspp 1.2.0-g0fb4db.



ICT in education

72   e-mentor nr 2 (94)

Table 6
Mean differences in perceived value enrichment potential of selected virtual university tools between full-time and part-time 
students

No. Items N = FT/PT

Mean (std. Deviation) Levene’s Test 
for Equality 
of Variances 

(p-value)

Independent Samples 
t-test for Equality of 

Means (p-values)
Equal variances 

(assumed / not assumed)

Statistically 
significantFT PT

1. Online classes 337/620 4.59 
(2.014)

5.78 
(1.734) .000

assumed .000

not assumed .000

2. Online Dean’s Office / 
Registrar 337/620 5.85 

(1.414)
6.30 

(1.148) .000
assumed .000

not assumed .000

3. Online consultations 337/620 5.27 
(1.493)

5.94 
(1.377) .001

assumed .000

not assumed .000

4. Online training & 
webinars 337/620 5.44 

(1.328)
5.78 

(1.401) .017
assumed .000

not assumed .000

5. Online assessments & 
examinations 337/620 5.71 

(1.552)
6.27 

(1.278) .000
assumed .000

not assumed .000

6. Limited presence on 
campus 337/620 4.10 

(2.180)
5.38 

(1.984) .089
assumed .000

not assumed .000

7. Online platform 337/620 5.82 
(1.282)

6.12 
(1.277) .402

assumed .001

not assumed .001

8. Online library 337/620 4.41 
(1.197)

4.74 
(1.345) .000

assumed .000

not assumed .000

Note. FT – full-time; PT = part-time.
Source: authors’ analysis using the open-source statistical analysis package PSPP GNU pspp 1.2.0-g0fb4db 

Table 7
Mean differences in perceived value enrichment potential of selected virtual university tools between full-time and part-time 
students

No. Items N = J/NJ

Mean (std. Deviation) Levene’s Test 
for Equality 
of Variances 

(p-value)

Independent Samples 
t-test for Equality of 

Means (p-values)
Equal variances (as-

sumed / not assumed)

Statistically 
significantJ NJ

1. Online classes 661/296 5.59 
(1.860)

4.86 
(1.970) .036

assumed .000

not assumed .000

2. Online Dean’s Office / 
Registrar 661/296 6.20 

(1.254)
6.00 

(1.285) .616
assumed .019

not assumed .020

3. Online consultations 661/296 5.85 
(1.429)

5.39 
(1.462) .131

assumed .000

not assumed .000

4. Online training & 
webinars 661/296 5.72 

(1.412)
5.53 

(1.317) .065
assumed .056

not assumed .050

5. Online assessments & 
examinations 661/296 6.21 

(1.327)
5.78 

(1.529) .000
assumed .000

not assumed .000

6. Limited presence on 
campus 661/296 5.20 

(2.091)
4.32 

(2.135) .849
assumed .000

not assumed .000

7. Online platform 661/296 6.05 
(1.278)

5.92 
(1.302) .644

assumed .141

not assumed .144

8. Online library 661/296 4.71 
(1.318)

4.44 
(1.255) .000

assumed .003

not assumed .002
Note. J = has a job; NJ = does not have a job.

Source: authors’ analysis using the open-source statistical analysis package PSPP GNU pspp 1.2.0-g0fb4db 
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The core measures and the students’ expectations
Contemporary students are often called digital 

natives (Prensky, 2001; Stolzer, 2007) because they 
grew up with access to computers, mobile devices, 
and the Internet. Even though the use of digital tools, 
multimedia, and digital student grade books are 
common within the K12 education in Poland, the pre-
university school experience is still rather traditional. 
Online socializing outside school and extracurricular 
education are far more common. Teenagers nowa-

Table 8
Mean differences in perceived value enrichment potential of selected virtual university tools between first-year students and more 
senior students

No. Items N = FY/SY

Mean (std. Deviation) Levene’s Test 
for Equality 
of Variances 

(p-value)

Independent Samples 
t-test for Equality of 

Means (p-values)
Equal variances 

(assumed / not assumed)

Statistically 
significantFY SY

1. Online classes 557/400 5.46 
(1.869)

5.23 
(1.991) .071

assumed .074

not assumed .077

2. Online Dean’s Office / 
Registrar 557/400 6.3 

(1.049)
5.87 

(1.477) .000
assumed .000

not assumed .000

3. Online consultations 557/400 5.80 
(1.370)

5.58 
(1.556) .001

assumed .018

not assumed .020

4. Online training & 
webinars 557/400 5.78 

(1.327)
5.50 

(1.449) .015
assumed .003

not assumed .003

5. Online assessments & 
examinations 557/400 6.20 

(1.290)
5.90 

(1.538) .000
assumed .001

not assumed .002

6. Limited presence on 
campus 557/400 4.95 

(2.107)
4.89 

(2.193) .192
assumed .674

not assumed .676

7. Online platform 557/400 6.22 
(1.051)

5.72 
(1.510) .000

assumed .000

not assumed .000

8. Online library 557/400 4.69 
(1.259)

4.53 
(1.361) .966

assumed .063

not assumed .067

Note. FY = first-year students; SY = senior students, incl. 2nd, 3rd, and 4th years.

Source: authors’ analysis using the open-source statistical analysis package PSPP GNU pspp 1.2.0-g0fb4db

Table 9
The correlation of the core measures and students’ expecta-
tions

Core measures
To what extent 

your expectations 
were met

Online classes 0.282

Online Dean’s Office / Registrar 0.252

Online consultations 0.284

Online training & webinars 0.250

Online assessments & examinations 0.190

Limited presence on campus 0.207

Online platform 0.310

Online library 0.258

Source: authors’ analysis using open-source statistical analysis 
package PSPP GNU pspp 1.2.0-g0fb4db.

days also have extensive and successful experience 
with online shopping and are very quick to adopt all 
web-based innovations. Given the broad experience 
of contemporary teenagers and their Internet and 
computer literacy, the authors have hypothesized 
that by the time they enter college or university, the 
core measures introduced in response to COVID-19 
and associated with online learning/studying will 
positively correlate with students’ perception of their 
expectations toward college/university being met. This 
hypothesis also seems to be supported by empirical 
evidence. All questionnaire items referring to the core 
measures are positively, yet only slightly correlated 
with the students’ expectations scale. All (Pearson’s) 
correlations are statistically significant (at p < 0.01) 
(see Tab. 9). The multiple regression model suggests 
that all the core measures together account for 15% 
of the overall students’ expectations met. 

Conclusions and implications

Even though online programs have been widely 
available for many years, there appears to be  disagree-
ment regarding their value in formal higher education, 
even among students themselves. With the COVID-19 
pandemic, many HEIs were forced to implement dis-
tance learning methods and virtual university meas-
ures on a massive scale, regardless of their attitudes 
towards virtualization of the education process and 
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prior experience with online education services. This 
led to the exposure of enormous numbers of students 
to the experience of online learning and virtual uni-
versity, with all its advantages and drawbacks. Just as 
the remote work experience has already changed the 
working environment and employees’ expectations, 
it is commonly believed that the online education 
experience of the COVID-19 crisis will change the 
practices and expectations of the higher education 
sector, and the value equation perceptions among 
current and future students.

The authors took advantage of the opportunity pre-
sented by COVID-19 and the remote learning/studying 
measures implemented at the authors’ institution 
to measure the students’ perceived value of online 
studying. The authors assessed the extent to which 
the remote study/learning measures correlate with 
students’ expectations towards their college. The 
hypotheses have largely been supported by the data. 
In general, the online studying/learning measures have 
been found to be value-adding, and even more so by 
part-time students and students with jobs. Contrary 
to the authors’ expectations, the first-year students 
were not less enthusiastic toward online studying, in 
fact, they found the online studying/learning measures 
even more value-adding than their senior peers. As 
expected, all implemented remote study measures 
correlate positively, although only slightly, with stu-
dents’ expectations with their college.

It is important to remember that the empirical 
findings need to be judged considering the study 
limitations. The sample structure does not seem to be 
significantly different from a sample one may obtain 
from other HEIs in Poland, yet there is no way to assess 
its representativeness for the student population in 
general. The authors have studied only a small subset 
of online studying/learning measures that are being 
or can be introduced at a HEI willing to embark on 
a virtual university project. Despite the limitations, the 
research findings provide a platform on which future 
research and conceptual work can be continued. 

The COVID-19 pandemic turned the traditional 
system of education upside down for institutions at 
all levels, making the unbelievable normal. The return 
to business as usual may prove to be impossible. The 
post-pandemic education industry is likely to undergo 
a complex process of adjusting to the reality of the 
newly obtained experience, novel expectations, and 
freshly acquired capabilities. The challenge is to 
find a value proposition with  sufficient appeal to all 
stakeholders to lead the transformation of HEI into 
the new normal.

It can be argued that many of the online study-
ing measures introduced during COVID-19 will be 
retained to some extent, probably to be expanded 
or redesigned when the key stakeholders of HEIs are 
ready. COVID-19 sped up the digital transformation 
of many industries around the world, including higher 
education. Digital transformation is a change driver in 
the world of science because it offers new technolo-
gies based on the Internet with profound implications 

for society (Unruh & Kiron, 2017). Even traditional 
universities, which until now have not looked at 
digitization and virtualization as a key process, began 
considering these trends in their new development 
strategies, because they have proven their value, and 
they possess enormous potential to redesign higher 
education to meet the needs and expectations of the 
new normal – the post-covid world.

To put the presented framework in the context of 
the authors’ research findings, one needs to under-
stand how students’ value perceptions fit into the VU 
concept outlined above. The value offered by the HEI 
is dependent on the how (technology), who (faculty, 
administrators), what (innovative programs), at what 
cost (tuition, sacrifices, pains), and to what end (how 
it enables achievement of one’s goals). Technology, 
faculty, and administrators are value enablers that 
are as good as the value creation, preparation, and 
capture processes allow them to be. It is, however, 
the digitization process that underlies the value chain 
that is the game-changer. It can effectively address the 
issue of the “what” and “at what cost”, to allow “the 
who” to offer the “to what end”.
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Two years into the COVID-19 pandemic, 
much still feels the same, though in some 
important ways our thinking and behaviors 
may be shifting in anticipation of longer-
term changes in the ways we structure our 
lives and our shared places and spaces. In 
higher education, these shifts may reflect 
an evolution from short-term “emergency” 
or “reactive” modes of offering education 
during extraordinary circumstances to mak-
ing strategic and sustainable investments in 
a future that will be very much unlike our 

past. As this year’s teaching and Learning Horizon panelists gathered to reflect on current trends and the future 
of higher education, many of their discussions and nominations suggest that change may be here to stay and that 
there will be no return to “normal” for many institutions. This report summarizes the results of those discussions 
and nominations and serves as one vantage point on where our future may be headed. This project was grounded in 
a modified Delphi methodology that seeks to elevate the collective perspectives and knowledge of a diverse group 
of experts, and the panelists’ activities were facilitated using tools adapted from the Institute for the Future.

Source: https://library.educause.edu/resources/2022/4/2022-educause-horizon-report-teaching-and-learning-
edition
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Boosting students’ creativity through 
visual bricolage of experiences
– how visual collage boards help 
students in expressing their knowledge 
during online classes

Abstract

The objective of this study is to present various practical applications of collage-based 
methods (visual bricolage) as a way of boosting creative discussions with students and 
helping them to express their knowledge and experience using visual representation.
This viewpoint paper is based on the experience of twenty classes conducted with the 
MA program and postgraduate students at Kozminski University between March 2019 and 
December 2021, when online whiteboards and visual metaphors were used. The method 
used was participative observation, as the author also acted as the workshop facilitator. 
To observe the user’s action, the contribution tracking tool that is available on the mural 
whiteboard (Mural, n.d.) was activated.
The explorations during the workshops revealed two elements of online classes: Con-
ceptualization vs Illustration, to determine whether photos and pictures serve as an 
instrumental illustration in the background of the story, or they are important elements 
that convey the sense of the students’ statements.
Moreover, the paper contains various practical findings that help to facilitate creative 
educational workshops remotely.

Keywords: online teaching, creativity, creative explorations, creation, visual metaphors

Introduction

“The ability to see is one of the truly remarkable characteristics of living beings. 
It enables them to perceive and assimilate in a very short time an incredible amount 
of knowledge about the world around them” (Netravali, 1995, p. 1). This quotation 
explains why on the road to finding innovative teaching methods we should reach for 
visual projective techniques that create spaces for the application of metaphors and 
enable social learning opportunities (Bandura, 1977).

The purpose of this viewpoint paper is to share the experiences with the practical 
applications of visual collage-based methods such as vision boards, concept posters, 
mood boards, and more structured forms such as ‘streams of photos’ for academic 
teaching, and explain how to incorporate them into the teaching practices in the area 
of Management.

The structure of this paper is as follows: firstly, a theoretical explanation of the 
collage techniques will be given, then the technical and practical recommendations 
about the workshop design will be shared to combine the viewpoint paper with ready-
to-implement teaching practice in the virtual environment.

Setting the scene – context for the introduction of online creative 
methods

In March 2020, a series of national lockdowns meant that academic courses suddenly 
needed to be conducted remotely. This required a rapid transition to online tools, 
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while not failing to observe the university quality 
paradigm to maintain a high level of engagement for 
students that attend classes through interactivity and 
design a space for social collaboration (Kazerounian 
& Foley, 2007).

In the context of creating a good learning experi-
ence for students, we had the perception that we 
wished to break computer-mediated anonymity 
and technological dominance of learning software 
such as MS Teams or Zoom. According to the So-
cial Construction of Technology theory (Bijker et 
al., 2012), we can mediate the space that was in 
this case unexpectedly overwhelmed by technical 
instruments of communication. The approach to this 
study also supports the attitude that human actions 
shape technology and formulate new meanings in the 
system. Embedding tools such as visual collages are 
in line with social constructionism theories.

Also, apart from the social construction of reality 
discourse in view of new teaching tools, the aim was 
to introduce abstract visual forms into lectures to form 
a space for creation for students (Sońta & Magala, 
2020) and let them experience the playful environment 
of experimentation (Gaunteltt, 2007), and feeling of 
‘creating things’, as making is connecting, even in the 
virtual environment (Gauntlett, 2018). 

In this paper, through the application of the 
participatory observations of the group dynamic 
during the creative activities in traditional classes, 
practical conclusions have been drawn. The 
participant observation (PO) is related to the role 
of the facilitator. When facilitating, this person is 
responsible for not only framing and streamlining the 
online discussion (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011) but also 
it is expected to intervene when the conversational 
frame is not transparent to the participants.  The 
observations were collected between March 2019 
and December 2021 during courses in Innovation 
Management, Business Plan, Sustainability, Cross-
Cultural Management, and Communication in 
the Age of AI at Kozminski University. All classes 
were conducted in English via the MS Teams 
platform. The findings derived from observations are 
supported by the additional interpretations of the 
patterns of interaction and individual contributions 
of the students on the Miro and Mural online 
whiteboard.

The emphasis of reflections in this paper is on the 
visual representation and responses of the students 
when telling their stories and working on metaphors. 
This means that students express their thoughts on 
abstract topics such as Sustainability in Business 
through the description of their experiences as they 
construct metaphors and share their stories about 
their experiences in the topic, combining it with the 
knowledge around theoretical concepts they gained in 
the class. Drawing on this approach, to gain reflexive 
insights, the students need to combine their theo-
retical knowledge and individual experiences and let 
themselves imagine and get creative in interpretations 
to tell their stories.

Key terms: visual metaphors, bricolage, 
and metaphor-based storytelling

Metaphors: The human ability to see through 
metaphors

The ability to interpret makes us human. A machine 
cannot see, it rather ‘views’ particular information, 
and this is not out of curiosity, but because a human 
gave it an order to ‘view’ a certain space (Pasternak, 
2007). The output is with data, however, it is a human 
who finds analogies and interprets data, and adds 
a story to explain the patterns that are visible in the 
data set and have been viewed and recognized by the 
machine. Machines do not understand this interpreta-
tion. What is more, when we ‘see’, we search for our 
memories and recall our human experiences, and 
this, combined with human curiosity, helps us to find 
a solution to a challenge and complete business tasks.

Before the pandemic, the innovative didactic class-
room equipment such as traditional whiteboards and 
physical post-its/ sticky notes were used to make the 
classroom experience more interactive and partici-
pative for students. There were aimed at involving 
students in taking part in the discussion to express 
their stories in a different than text-oriented way. Sto-
rytelling was applied at rather an instrumental level, 
usually during the final presentations, and even then 
presenting a narrative was optional, as an element of 
being proficient in making presentations. 

The visual bricolage introduces a more abstract way 
of expressing students’ opinions and creates a space 
where the interpretation is created entirely by them, 
and not the teacher. More interestingly, reflexive sto-
rytelling appears much more often, as the workshop 
participants need to bridge their experience and 
knowledge and the tangible insights that are expected 
to be shared with the rest of the course participants. 
The flow of the discussion in the class is in line with 
the scheme presented in Figure 1.

To name the parts of the process explicitly, this 
process can be translated to expose the stages:

1. Random reflections on the topics (Reflection).
2. Attaching various pictures to thoughts (Image 

generation).
3. Selecting the metaphors (Selection).
4. Building stories (Storytelling).
5. Sharing stories framed adequately for the con-

text of a formal education workshop (Contextual 
adaptation & Presentation).

Both creating a metaphor based on visual inspira-
tion and sharing the final story are necessary com-
ponents, as “[b]oth narrative and metaphor provide 
mechanisms for making sense of the world. While 
metaphors elaborate and articulate particular points 
in a narrative, the narrative provides meaningful con-
nections between sometimes unrelated metaphors, 
suggesting a symbiotic relationship between the two” 
(Farquhar & Fitzpatrick, 2019, p. 3).

The concept of metaphor as the ‘assumptive 
frameworks’ or ‘systems of associated commonplaces’ 
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was introduced by Max Black (1955, 1977). His 
research emphasized the role of intuition or intuitive 
thinking when ascribing new meaning to a secondary 
object. The meaning that is attached to the object - in 
this case to an image or a collage.

Firstly, the given element triggers the recipient’s 
memories and experiences about the object itself. 
Secondly, they build associations with the theme 
of discussion in the process of re-capturing and 
re-constructing the primary meanings, and then, 
referring their stories to the subject of discussion. 
Finally, the students sense their experiences through 
their personal stories, and this may create a feeling 
of collective sharing and belongingness in the 
learning community (Lambert, 2013). In the moment 
of presenting (sharing the stories), the whole group 
is focused on the speaker who is in the center of 
attention and as the cameras are on, and this is how 
the online presence is demonstrated.

During vision-board workshops, we operate with 
images as objects that stimulate the creation of 
associations. In the next steps, these are transferred 
to express the story that is related to the topic of the 
workshop. The quality of the output of this exercise 
depends on the level of the introductory knowledge 
and experiences. If the discussion is on Sustainability 
in general, students probably have access to broad 
information about the topic, so the associations will 
be created faster. If we target a more precise term, for 
example Gender Equality, or name any other goal on 
the list of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, 
the scope of knowledge and experience they can 
build on will be narrower, and not so universal as in 
the first case.

Importantly, interpretations are stronger when the 
lived experience is stronger, so crafting the questions at 
the right level while balancing between abstraction and 
precision is also needed. The practical implications are 
linked to the mindful design of the creative workshop, 
as the expected quality of content and abstraction of 
questions should be matched with the initial level of 
knowledge in the discussed topics.

The fluency in using metaphors ensures taking 
a further step and developing a story that is about 
covering the essence of metaphors inspired by 
images with a ‘narrative’ that is understandable to 
the audience. Drawing on this and adding the concept 
that our experience is simply what we do, which is an 

Figure 1
Creating a visual metaphor-based story scheme

Source: author’s own work. 

inevitable assumption in Dewey’s theory of experience 
(Dewey, 1938), into the picture, the quality of 
insights taken from the student’s story is situational, 
depending on the perception of place (if students 
focus on their metaphors or they treat this workshop 
as a social collaboration space). Alternatively, they 
see it as a task that requires igniting a sense of 
collective intelligence. This impacts the climate of 
this experience, as most of the traditional didactic 
formulas encourage adding individual findings to 
the discussion, while here the tempo of activity 
demands instant building on the situation. Out of the 
mosaic of individual stories that are being “explored 
concurrently” (Farquhar & Fitzpatrick, 2019, p. 5), the 
new interpretations emerge.

Imagining: illustrative vs conceptualizing metaphors
Imagination is understood as “the ability to produce 

and simulate novel objects, sensations, and ideas in 
the mind without any immediate input of the senses” 
(Byrne, 2007, p. 38). The process of imagining aims at 
the formation of “images” in the mind that is shaped 
through the re-creation of experiences that are evoked 
in response to a given stimulus. When the vision board 
technique is applied, a facilitator names the trigger, 
for thinking about associations about a certain topic. 
According to media theorists (Perdue, 2003), imagina-
tion is about “thinking through images”, as seen in 
the etymology of the word ‘imagination’, which comes 
from the Latin verb imaginary which means “to picture 
oneself ”. In the process of imagining, the necessary 
focus is on self-reflexivity, as each person needs to cre-
ate an image in their head, then overthink the sense 
of this image (this dynamic stage is about fantasizing 
around the interpretation) and form the image that 
is ready to be expressed.

Thanks to the ability to imagine, we can integrate 
experience and the learning process, as words evoke 
experiences, and memories are used to form the as-
sociations which are then expressed through pictures 
and photos used on the online boards. As  time pres-
sure is embedded in the task, students need not only 
to boost their imagination in real time to create almost 
instant associations with the visual triggers, but also 
to react and make decisions quickly and ‘think on their 
feet’, as besides thinking about their metaphors, they 
also need to be oriented in what is going on in their 
group. The time pressure adds the feeling of not be-
ing able to control the environment and not being in 
the comfort zone as time pressure is high. There is no 
time to rethink the selection of photos, metaphors, 
and stories. There is one more lesson learned from this 
experience, and this is acceptance of the ambiguity 
and complexity of the situation.

Students are provided with a framework for crea-
tively making sense of life experiences. If students have 
vivid memories of the topic of the conversation, they 
will extract the images from their knowledge (when the 
concept was acquired as  theoretical) or experience (if 
students have experience in the topic). The level of their 
orientation in the topic will be seen in the precision 

sharing random reflections

attaching pictures to the initial thoughts

finding visual metaphors

building stories

sharing insightful stories
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of the words they use and the precision seen in the 
style and tone in which they construct metaphors: the 
less familiar they are with the topic, the more abstract 
their metaphors are. The stories will be focused on the 
content of the picture or photo itself, instead of serving 
just as an illustration when presenting the point.

To summarize the role of visual inspiration in 
crafting the story around the findings in visual board 
imagining:

• Conceptualization – the pictures provide inspi-
ration and trigger the way in which imagining 
takes place. The pictures are picked first as 

Table 1
The difference between using an image as a conceptualizer or illustration

Process of imagining 
in general Create Fantasy Form Manifest

Imagining during 
the creation of 
online vision boards: 
Conceptualization 
(forming a concept)

Making associations in 
the mind

Trying to re-interpret 
them to match the 
picture/photo

Forming a conclusion 

Presenting it, 
expressing it using the 
picture as something 
that delivers the core 
content; the metaphor 
itself is a story

Imagining during 
the creation of 
online vision boards: 
Illustration
(illustrating the 
concept)

Finding an exact 
photo that expresses 
your point

Thinking about the 
story that combines 
your point with 
a picture

Making it even more 
precise to ensure that 
the point is visible

Presenting it, 
expressing it in a way 
in which a picture is 
just an illustration in 
the background

Source: author’s own work.

Figure 2
An example of using visual metaphors as an illustration – Metaphors of Employee Engagement in SDG goals

Note. The picture was taken in December 2021 at a workshop for post-graduate students.
Source: author’s own work. 

something that may be useful, and only then 
do the story and the statement emerge and is 
the interpretation provided. Sometimes, the 
essence of the story appears unexpectedly as 
an attachment to the vision.

• Illustration – the pictures are instrumental il-
lustrations of the statement or term. The photo 
is a visual representation of the story, just like 
a picture in the background of the presentation. 
The process of sharing starts with having a pre-
cise point to be illustrated.  This is an example 
of using vision boards in a tool-oriented role.
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Figure 3
Using visual metaphors as a conceptualization

Note. The picture was taken during “Cross-cultural manage-
ment” in November 2021.
Source: author’s own work.

Figure 4
Using visual metaphors as a conceptualization of a marketing 
persona

Note. The picture was taken during “Business Plan” classes in 
November 2021.
Source: author’s own work.

Meaning and interpretations: extracting meaning 
from a picture

Vision boards are interesting due to the element 
of presentation, as students are aware from the very 
beginning that the story attached to their visual 
metaphor will be presented to others. This requires 
the self-reflexivity process to be streamlined into 
a story that is understandable for the audience, so the 
abstract metaphoric associations should be translated 
into graspable pieces of the story.

Real-Time Imagining in the context of this article 
is about crafting new meanings, and can be sensed 
through the notion of letting our students experience 
“mental bricolage” (Rogers, 2012). The term bricolage 
was introduced by anthropologist Lévi-Strauss (1966). 
The essence of this term is linked to the activity when 
we combine various elements of  to create new objects 
with totally different functionalities than those that 
were used separately. It usually refers to home repairs 
and DIY activities.

Farquhar and Fitzpatrick (2019) explained the 
concept in this way: “Bricoleur was originally a term 
used to describe craftspeople who work creatively 
with materials leftover from various other projects, 
and who use “the tools at hand” to create something 
new” (p. 7).

It has been proven that high emotional states such 
as excitement are computer-mediated in this case, 
however the students work in a way that is unexpected 
of them – they usually work with text, not pictures. 
Now they can (or they are even instructed to) move 
from the rational and linear ways of reasoning to 
the more symbolic and lateral way of interpreting 
things (de Bono, 2015). This requires a higher level 
of abstraction, generalization, and dynamic selectivity 
with a decision pivoting in interpreting pictures and 
photos.

The powerful role of images can be deduced 
from the extended definition of the process of visual 
communication taken from the Visual Communication 
book (Huck et al., 1997), which explains that even in 
the online environment, images bring the experience 
of non-linearity to the workshop. An image (printed 
or digital) is a subject of reconstruction “intended to 
produce a continuous representation of the discrete 
output of the image-gathering device (either with 
or without digital processing)” (Huck et al., 1997, 
p. 6), which means that the technological medium 
also impacts the meaning transmitted through this 
photo. The practical implications of this statement 
show the importance of choosing digital tools such as 
whiteboards. This adds additional positive dynamics 
to the process of Real-Time Imagining.

To summarize the concept of Real-Time Imagining, 
only humans have the ability to generalize concepts 
and formulate conclusions based on abstract 
assumptions to finally imagine new things (Groth & 
Nitzberg, 2018).

Findings: The key moments when working with 
the visual metaphors in the class
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Exploration of insights: initial thoughts and 
streamlining the choices

The first practice was about the introduction of 
collage-based boards. Students were asked to choose 
pictures they associated with the topic and upload 
them to the whiteboard. 

The students needed to combine their reflections 
and inspiration from various sources: around the 
course

• theoretical concepts introduced in the class,
• in-class readings and pre-readings, or e-learn-

ing, 
• their experiences in the area or the projection 

of those experiences to create an environment 
of serendipity understood as “a possibility to 
appear”.  The level of serendipity increases with 
each reflective piece of topic-related knowl-
edge, in other words the more students knew 
before about the subject, the most probable it 
was that they would make an association and 
transfer their couplings to meaningful topics. 
The pool of terms, experiences, and reflections 
they could reach would be wider.

The second step was to make a decision on which 
elements from this melting pot of associations and 
visualizations will be presented in front of the class-
mates. At this moment, students became selective, as 
they were carefully attaching the meaning and stories 
to what was going to be presented in the plenum. 
They were choosing words carefully to be sure that 
this story was a demonstration of their knowledge 
of the topic.

We aimed to trigger a discussion about course-
related terms reflexively and engagingly through the 
explorations of insights that emerged in the group 
discussion. It was the role of the facilitator to craft 
a question that can be general: “What is Sustain-
ability?” or more precise “What are the standards of 
sustainability reporting?”. The questions were to be 
adapted to the types of thematic collages. 

Additionally, the collective opinion was to be 
expressed, which also required negotiating the indi-
vidual versus collective space and finding a mechanism 
not only to express the moods of each individual but 
also to craft a collective narrative around the story.

Introducing rounds – building on someone 
else’s knowledge

In both practices, the collage/vision boards or 
a stream of photos, it was highly recommended to 
design a creative class to enable at least two rounds of 
sharing in a group. This was an opportunity to activate 
social learning. Apart from the experience of Real-Time 
Imaging, there is an element of building on ideas of 
other people. This has been achieved thanks to:

• the experience of sharing the same space: work-
ing at the same time and working on the same 
task,

• the experience of group work as we build on 
other people’s stories,

• experience in contributing to the group work 
with their ideas and perspectives. Furthermore, 
there is transparency in the contribution, as 
software such as Miro or Mural has a function 
for tracking the contribution of each workshop 
participant.

Framing anonymity

When we talked about contribution, the frame for 
anonymity (whether we accept an anonymous con-
tribution or we choose not to track the contribution 
path of each user) was vital, as this was an element of 
negotiating expected visibility and activeness in the 
online classroom. This is aligned with the methods 
aimed at boosting engagement (Chester & Gwynne, 
1998).  As it was urgent to transform the classes into 
a fully remote workspace, I lost a sense  of control 
over the traditional (physical) environment at the 
university. As the university physical infrastructure 
could not be used, new ways of working: new culture, 
etiquette, norms, and rules for online meetings, had 
to be formulated. Apart from negotiating participation 
and visibility, we could also experiment playfully with 
the level of anonymity in participation.

• In computer-mediated anonymity, we needed 
to reset the rules, stating how anonymous you 
are when you join the meeting (for example by 
using your name or a nickname) or are active 
on the whiteboard and let the machine track 
your actions and then assign the activities to 
the student’s name.

• The recommendation during the presentation of 
their Vision Boards was to have the faces of all 
the team members visible with the camera on.

Presenting a collective interpretation

In business practices, we call this moment a debrief, 
in Language Studies, the term demetaphoring will be 
more suitable. In both cases, it suggests the moment 
at which from the engaging process of imagining the 
meanings we gain insights that are related directly to 
the topic of conversation (English, 1998).

Presentation is the most important thing when we 
treat vision boards as a way to conceptualize things. 
When we talk about illustration, we are floating at the 
surface of meanings, and even within tight time frames 
we can create a story of a descriptive character, as the 
picture is just a direct visual representation and does 
not need to be interpreted reflectively. Even a literal 
interpretation is sufficient.

Again, students asked to flow into real-time imagin-
ing can become too distant from the desired learning 
output. Through the facilitation and observation of 
the group dynamics, we should not let the findings 
stray from the target, which is to introduce new 
management-related terms reflexively and engag-
ingly. Similarly, when we talked about ‘serious play’, 
we were not talking about the radically spontaneous, 
frivolous play for the sake of playing; we were talking 
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about a process that is oriented to share business 
stories and introduce more reflexive learning through 
the creative methods we use, as explorations of the 
topic go beyond the rational point of verbal or written 
manifestation of the findings.

When we talked about business education, the 
process of imagining should have been just one of the 
stages, and then the debrief session, while attributing 
the meaning of the story about the management term 
discussed, should have been completed. We as teach-
ers had three main tools to design this experience:

Figure 5
Online Concept Board titled: “What is Innovation?”

Note. The picture was taken in the Fall semester of 2020/21 during the Innovative Management course.
Source: author’s work. 

Figure 6
Online Creative Explorations illustrating “Working From 
Home culture”. 

Note. The picture was taken in the Fall semester of 2020/21 du-
ring the Introduction to Innovation Management course.
Source: author’s own work. 

• Time pressure (setting the time limitations, 
tracking the time, and reacting to the dynamics 
and needs of the students in the classroom re-
garding the time slot for the particular module).

• Accenting the importance of the final group pres-
entation to retain the experience of collective 
work and contribution of each team member.

• Taking over the explanation of the term in the 
right discussion and facilitating the interven-
tions that are needed to ensure that the insights 
and key findings are named and clearly com-
municated.

According to Jung 
(1963, p. 3) “every-
thing in the uncon-
scious seeks outward 
manifestation”. Also 
in this case, when we 
trigger the process of 
imagining and we dis-
rupt the calmness of 
linear processes with 
a dynamic time-pres-
sured lateral thinking 
triggering event, we 
need to take respon-
sibility for conclud-
ing the process in 
the right way. As the 
moment of manifes-
tation of ideas, the 
presentation is crucial 
to hear out loud the 
findings and “hear 
outside what was said 

inside”. The inner group discussion must be brief 
enough to have the experience of not having enough 
time to complete the process of thinking (Xavier & 
Lhullier, 2020).

The feeling that accompanied the group when they 
started presenting is that they were ‘unprepared’. 
This opens the way for improvising, so the final 
presentations may be only part of what they agreed 
on as a group in the discussion. The overwhelm-
ing feeling of incomplete discussion was needed 
to understand that it was just the beginning of the 
conversation about the topic, and sense that this 
discussion was not final.

Moreover, the facilitator(s) are accountable for 
taking over the process of explaining the term with 
greater precision from the very first moment they see 
the opportunity to build on the student’s findings 
from the vision boards. For example, the students 
elaborated on the criteria of diversity, and our role 
was to recognize their effort and offer complimentary 
sources to read about the topic. To give another ex-
ample, if we noticed that some topics were popular in 
the group, we could include them in the course. In this 
way, vision boards can be also treated as expectation 
mapping, as the topic of interest is provided by the 
students themselves.



ICT in education

84   e-mentor nr 2 (94)

Once all of the groups have presented their materi-
als, our role is to transfer the metaphorical associa-
tions into the structured findings and find intercon-
nected topics, more precisely name connectors. The 
role of the facilitator was to find a common space 
and encapsulate the topics that were interesting to 
the students. The discussion had gone in multiple 
directions and our task was to extend the meaning of 
this experience beyond one session. We could refer to 
the statements that were presented in the collages to 
ensure a sense of well-designed structure. 

Moreover, the acceptance of flexibility in the inter-
pretations and general openness to telling the stories 
more as a framework than an instruction-driven (fixed) 
way supported the process of learning among students 
whose style of learning is more kinaesthetic and audi-
tory than visual. One of the facilitator’s responsibilities 
was to empathize with the students whose preferred 
form of experience was not visuals-driven.

The other experience related to the application of 
the flexible framework of this method was that work 
is never final and accepting incomplete outputs. The 
iterative nature and continuous references to the 
interpretations that had been created by students is 
a crucial benefit of this technique, as it opens the door 
to a narrative over the whole course. 

Engines of engagement 
in the collage-based techniques: 
co-creation and collaboration

The two main engines of engagement for students 
are connection through collaboration and the experi-
ence of creation.

Experience of creation: we = the creators
If no interpretation was provided, the collages 

were just a set of meaningless pictures combined 
randomly. This was a group that explained its vision 
to the audience. They created it from scratch, and 
shaped the meaning behind such a construct. Crea-
tivity for the sake of creation is powerful itself, and 
combining it with collective actions and poking the 
comfort zone with time pressure bring it to a different 
level of experience. This experience is based on the 
collective intelligence of a collaborative characteristic 
(Gloor, 2006).

Connection through collaboration – social learning
Apart from Bandura’s concept of social learning, 

Resnick’s (2017) Lifelong Kindergarten approach 
can be useful. According to this concept, to ignite 
an engaging learning spiral, four elements (4Ps) are 
necessary:

• Peers
 A good experience depends on the activation of 

peer-to-peer social learning. This is generated 
when workshop participants contribute to the 
common solution and work together in a way 
in which they can share their ideas, receive 

feedback, and build on the experiences of other 
people. In this way, they reflect on their initial 
ideas. 

When enabling social sharing space with the white-
board, the students were invited to collaborate and 
communicate with each other.

• Project
 The task should be clearly defined with the ex-

pected outcomes transparently communicated. 
Moreover, the presentation was an unavoidable 
element that frames the discussion into the vis-
ible point of ending this exercise and continu-
ation with more traditional ways of teaching. 
After the creative part, the phase of debriefing 
and time for reflection was given by offering 
less creative and more literal explanations of 
the discussed concepts.

• Passion
 This situation was framed as part of formal 

classes, so the energy at the start of the project 
should have modulated the actions. For some 
people, the feeling of creating something or 
working in a different way than usual was 
enough to evoke high emotions in comparison 
to the engagement used in the standard, less 
active forms of the introduction of theoretical 
concepts.

• Play
 Working with visuals offered a playful experi-

ence as the students were flexible with the 
image choices and then they were improvising 
with their stories. The visuals were the opener 
of the conversation, and being able to associ-
ate the verbal story with a photo or a picture 
generated a highly playful discussion, especially 
with amusing associations with the pictures. 
This was also a moment of experimenting and 
“playing” with interpretations that were going 
to be selected to be presented in the end.

Working with visual metaphors fulfilled all the 
requirements of the definition of engaging experi-
ence.

Practical implications for business 
education

When future opportunities to apply image-based 
bricolage techniques are considered, three concepts 
should be mentioned:

• creativity as a competence of the future,
• learning reinforcement,
• teaching in a hybrid environment.

Creative thinking as a competence of the future
First of all, when we scan through the list of most 

desired competencies in 2012 created by the World 
Economic Forum (https://www.weforum.org/focus/
skills-for-your-future), it is clearly stated that the abil-
ity to create, communicate and critically interpret is 
highly valued. What is more, this is what distinguishes 
us from machine thinking and learning.
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Boosting students’ creativity through visual bricolage...

Secondly, in remote classrooms, it is challenging to 
create a common space where everyone is involved. By 
dividing students into groups, we as teachers facilitate 
participation and frame contribution, setting the rules 
of presence and being active. Usually, this is one of 
a few moments in the online session when social com-
petencies are put into action. Moreover, do students 
have a sense of belonging to the student group? We 
facilitate social discussions and design moments of 
presence and visibility when the collages are present-
ed. That empowers us, as educators, to perform the 
role of facilitation. In remote study, we are the ones 
who enable and design the creative workspace and 
then set the rules of participation and set expectations 
with regard to visibility (Sale, 2020). This is because 
this is the starting point to gain trust to launch the 
creative contribution that is in line with the concept 
of self-directed learning.

Learning reinforcement
The main driver of engagement is about designing 

a memorable experience during the workshop itself, 
and also to complete the cycle of learning we need 
to keep recalling this experience, and build on it in 
the rest of our course through constant visible refer-
ences to the creative workshops and students’ findings 
around the given topic.

Make the collage ‘real’
Virtual activities may not replace the real experi-

ence. Fortunately, visual bricolage is engaging in both 
realities. As creative activities that involve our hands 
boost kinaesthetic learning through practicing muscle 
memory (Lam, 2020), it is recommended to use all 
the opportunities to embed a tangible dimension of 
hands-on methods even in the online workshop. The 
students can be asked to prepare a collage in their own 
homes, and then present the results before the camera 
or upload a photo of the collage to the chat. 

In this application, the vital role of students’ de-
scription of the key insights is important, as the col-
lages are not self-explanatory. Secondly, the students 
should be encouraged to use keywords and write 
down the key terms directly on their collage. 

Final word – level up the understanding

At a level of creative content: Thanks to incorpo-
rating visual bricolage, letting our students construct 
metaphors, and offering them contextual permission 
to Real-Time Imagining, we introduce a realistic vision 
of the business world that is uncontrollable, ambigu-
ous, and unpredictable. Similarly, in Paul Ricoeur’s 
findings (1991) – a successful metaphor shatters 
and increases our sense of reality. The experience of 
tolerance of ambiguity creates a space for more open 
expression of thoughts.

At a level of collaborative context: Each mechanism 
of engagement during the workshop helps to sense 
the real climate of management in turbulent times 
through Real-Time Storytelling. Furthermore, draw-

ing on John Steiner’s concept, the process of crafting 
realities needs to be combined with “the dynamics 
of emotional and intellectual connectedness and part-
nerships  with other team members” (2000, p. 184).

At all levels, it is about the co-creation of meanings 
to take an understanding of the reality around us to 
a higher level: “When we engage in the narrative, we 
are not portraying a pre-existing world as it is; we 
are interpreting phenomena to create that world” 
(Farquhar & Fitzpatrick, 2019, p. 6).

Finally, one of the most engaging ways is to express 
this reality in a non-self-explanatory visual way to un-
leash curiosity about the meaningful interpretation. 
The explanation can be delivered only through narra-
tive stories told in direct human-to-human interactions, 
so much needed in the digital learning experience.
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