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Abstract
This paper discusses the influence of cultural dimensions on Massive Open Online Course (MOOC)
introductory videos. The study examined the introductory videos produced by three universities on
Coursera platforms using communication theory and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions. The results show
that introductory videos in MOOCs are influenced by the national culture of the country in which the
university is based. Based on this finding, this paper raises interesting questions about the effect of these
cultural elements on potential learners from different countries and cultures around the world. The paper
also makes suggestions about introductory video production in MOOCs.
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Introduction
The influence of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) on educational discourse is no longer
questionable (Kim, 2015). MOOCs have been presented as revolutionary and seen as an opportunity to
rethink education and learning in the information age (Krause & Lowe, 2014; Waks, 2016). As a result, a
growing number of institutions worldwide are developing and offering MOOCs (Margaryan, Bianco, &
Littlejohn, 2015). Provided through diverse platforms (Milligan, Littlejohn, & Margaryan, 2013), MOOCs
give students from around the world an opportunity to obtain free education from renowned institutions
they would not have access to otherwise (Ho et al., 2014; Perna et al., 2014; Koller, Ng, Chuong, & Chen,
2013). Interestingly, the openness and free nature of MOOCs attract learners with different educational,
socioeconomic, and cultural backgrounds (Baggaley, 2013; Bayeck, 2016).
Interestingly, some researchers have focused on the demographic and motivation of MOOC learners,
(Bayeck, 2016; Liyanagunawardena, Lundqvist, & Williams, 2015), while others have discussed team
formation and management in MOOCs (Sanz-Martinez et al., 2015), single-gender group formation in
MOOCs (Bayeck, Hristova, Jablokow, & Bonafini, 2016), and the design quality of MOOCs (Margaryan,
Bianco, & Littlejohn, 2015). Yet, little is known on culture and its influence on the design of MOOCs.
Moreover, research shows that adjusting the design and development of e-learning environments to
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specific cultures ensures the success and adoption of e-learning in different cultural settings by different
learners (Olaniran, Rodriguez, & Williams, 2010).
Addressing the urgent need to understand the effects of culture on online learning, Wang and Reeves
(2007) explain that the heterogeneous population of learners in online education, calls for designers to
find ways to accommodate learners from different cultural backgrounds. MOOCs reach a geographically
and culturally diverse population (Bayeck et al., 2016; Liyanagunawardena et al., 2015), and as a new
form of online education, MOOCs are cultural artifacts that are prone to be influenced by the cultural
values of their developers (Dunn & Marinetti, 2007; Edmundson, 2007). As Masoumi and Lindström
(2010) point out, technologies are not “passive structures” (p.80); they reflect values and beliefs in the
ways they are employed. Thus, it can be assumed that culture and values are reflected in MOOCs.
Understanding cultural expressions in e-learning environments becomes therefore critical because culture
is the filter through which learners process and make meaning of information (Masoumi & Lindström,
2010; Olaniran et al., 2010). In addition, research investigating cultural aspects of e-learning settings
argues for a “culture-centered design and development” for better learning outcomes and meaningful
learning experiences for all learners (Olaniran et al., 2010, p. 449).
Still, to be able to design culturally-sensitive environments, one needs to examine what and how cultural
aspects are embedded in current e-learning settings such as MOOCs (Masoumi & Lindström, 2010).
Despite the popularity of e-learning and the consensus over the importance of culture in learning
(Masoumi & Lindström, 2010), there is limited research addressing culture in e-learning settings
(Olaniran, 2009; Olaniran et al., 2010), and particularly culture in MOOCs. Given the diversity of MOOC
learners (Bayeck, 2016), insights into the cultural aspects of MOOCs is important to best serve learners.
Indeed, literature shows that cultural factors impact learning, choice of images/icons, message structure,
and interpretation in online learning environments (Olaniran et al., 2010). Communication approaches,
and even the ways of structuring physical artifacts are affected by culture (Olaniran, 2009; Olaniran et al.,
2010). For instance, images and icons have cultural meanings, and identifying cultural expressions in
MOOCs could help make sense of the explicit and implicit messages in MOOCs, and help match the
learning content to the learning needs of MOOC learners (Olaniran et al., 2010). To examine culture in
MOOCs, this study intents to explore the influence of culture on introductory videos of institutions from
three countries using Hofstede’s (2001) cultural dimensions.
This paper focuses on introductory videos produced by one university from three countries France, the
United States, and South Korea on Coursera platform. Using three of Hofstede’s (2001) cultural
dimensions, the following questions will be addressed in this study:
1.

Do features in the video reflect each country’s culture?

2. To what extent are Hofstede’s dimensions of Power Distance, Individualistic/Collective, and
Masculinity/Femininity culture reflected in the introductory videos produced by French,
American, and South Korean institutions?
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Why Introductory Videos
As movie trailers, we argue that Coursera’s introductory videos help to promote and attract learners
(Mihaescu & Vasiu, 2014). And as such, the introductory videos influence the potential learner’s decision
to either join or ignore the course. For this reason, we focus on the introductory videos because we
assume that the cultural values of each country will be integrated in these short videos as a means to
attract/interest learners.

Theoretical Perspective
This study draws on the work of Hoftsede (1997) who defined culture as “the collective programming of
the mind” (p.4). Culture in Hofstede’s (1980) view can differentiate one group from the other. His
extensive research suggested that culture may be differentiated through five main (Table 1) cultural
dimensions (Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede, 2001). These cultural dimensions unveil mental gap among
dissimilar countries (Hofstede, 1997). The cultural dimensions were identified based on Hofstede’s (1980)
survey of IBM staff from 72 countries.
At the heart of Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions is the understanding that values and orientations
differ from one culture to another, and these differences may affect communication, interactions,
learning, and the understanding/processing of visual graphics/images or messages (Hedberg & Brown,
2002; Olaniran, 2007; Olaniran et al., 2010; Swierczek & Bechter, 2010). Literature has established a
relationship between Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions and the design of e-learning environments
(Hammer, Janson, & Leimeister, 2014; Olaniran et al., 2010). For example, in a comparative study of
Chinese and German e-learners, Hammer et al. (2014) found that adding bright and striking colors,
centrally aligning text and graphics, and including “nice scenarios” as well as “nature-related pictures”
(p.115) in the learning content were critical to increase the user friendliness of the environment for
Chinese learners. Whereas, German learners preferred a clean and “clearly structured design with simple
pastel colors” (Hammer et al., 2014, p. 115). This indicates that graphics and images may make a
difference in the online learning experience of individuals from different cultural backgrounds.
As previously stated, there is less research on culture and online learning environments (Olaniran et al.,
2010). Yet, more studies on web design and Internet use explore culture and how it influences the design
and use of websites by consumers (Swierczek & Bechter, 2010) through Hofstede’s (1980) dimensions.
Bansal and Zahedi (2006) in their study of cultural contents in website images, found that images on 136
websites of seven countries (Great Britain (UK), Sweden, Costa Rica, Yugoslavia, Mexico, USA, Japan)
had strong cultural contents. Images non-verbally communicate subtle messages, and the authors argue
that when the “cultural contents of web image(s) [fit] the culture of the web visitor” the impact of the
website increases (Bansal & Zahedi, 2006, p. 1284).

Bansal and Zahedi (2006) conclude that

understanding the cultural messages hidden in website images can help design website that are more
consistent with the website users’ culture and the intended l message of websites. The findings of this
research, which are appropriate for this study because of their focus on design, reveal that images can be
misunderstood by individuals from by individuals from different cultures (Swierczek & Bechter, 2010).
For this reason, this study explores culture in MOOCs through the lenses of Hofstede’s (1980) cultural
dimensions. Moreover, Hofstede’s (1980) cultural dimensions have been used to enhance cross-cultural
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communication, and to develop culturally-sensitive web interfaces (Marcus & Gould, 2000). It is then
appropriate to look at culture in MOOCs through Hofstede’s (1980) dimensions not only because it they
have been related to e-learning, but also because they have been widely used to identify cultural features
in different virtual environments (Olaniran, 2007; Olaniran et al., 2010).
Hedberg and Brown (2002) state that communication and even visual communication is difficult in the
absence of “shared meaning” (p.23). In other words, visual communication as it is the case of MOOC
introductory videos, is challenging because each MOOC learner uses his/her culture to make sense of
what is presented in the introductory videos. Research in visual communication also reports that images
and background have different meanings or produce different messages in different cultures (Scherer,
2010). Discussing the different ways information is created in the technology-rich society (e.g., videos,
television, computer, web images), Lester (2013) explains that “visual images can stimulate both
intellectual and emotional responses; they are powerful tools that persuade people to buy a particular
product, think a specific way, or learn from a detailed story” (p.13). Thus, introductory videos produced by
institutions likely are powerful tools that can motivate learners to enroll into a specific course. Therefore,
from a visual communication perspective, examining the content, images, or message of MOOC
introductory videos is relevant for videos that are targeting learners around the world and from different
cultures.
For the purpose of this study, three of Hofstede’s five cultural dimensions, developed in the 1980 and
refined in 2001, are used as the foundation for examining cultural features in MOOC introductory videos.
Power distance, individualism/collectivism, and masculinity/femininity are the three cultural dimensions
examined in this paper.
Table 1
Summary of Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Employed in This Study
Dimension

Description

Power distance

Attitude of a culture towards inequalities. High power
distance cultures accept unequal distribution of power
in the society while low power distance cultures strive
for equality.

Individualism-collectivism

Individualistic cultures focus on the interests of the
individual and his/her direct family. Collectivist
cultures emphasize the community and group
dependency and loyalty is paramount.

Masculinity-femininity

Masculine cultures are driven by competition, success,
and achievement. Feminine cultures value qualities of
life, close relationships, and care for others.
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Methods
This small case study used purposive sampling to select the introductory videos to analyze. The
researchers’ cultural backgrounds and experience with French, South Korean, and American culture
motivated the selection of the videos. A content analysis of the videos was conducted to explore the extent
to which cultural dimensions are reflected in videos created for MOOCs. Since the existing research on
culture in e-learning environments does not include videos, nor does it use content analysis, we adopted
Bansal and Zahedi’s (2006) approach to the study of cultural elements of website images, and were
informed by content analysis in video game research (Wohn, 2011). Though Bansal and Zahedi (2006)
analyzed websites and users across cultures, they developed a coding scheme we adopted to explore
cultural dimensions in MOOC introductory videos (cf. Appendix A). Indeed, Bansal and Zahedi (2006) list
signifiers/features of power distance, individualism/collectivism, and masculinity/femininity (cf.
Appendix A) that guided our content analysis as we look for specific features to address our research
questions.

Introductory Videos Sample
Three introductory videos respectively from the United States, South Korea, and France were selected to
compare differences among these countries (Table 2). The three universities were ranked within the 100
world top universities in engineering and science fields in 2015 by the World University Ranking
(Thomson Reuters, 2015). The ranking of these institutions provides a structural equivalence (i.e., objects
that occupy the same position within a structural system) which allows for comparisons (Nowak, 1977). In
addition, all these institutions focus on Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM), and all
videos were under three minutes in length and discussed STEM related content. Our selection was also
motivated by the researcher’s understanding of the languages spoken or cultures in the respective
countries (i.e., South Korea, France, and the United States).
Table 2
Cultural Dimensions of Selected Countries According to Hofstede’s Dimensions
Country

Power distance index

Individualism(IDV)

Masculinity/Femininity

(PDI)
France

High

High

Femininity

South Korea

High

Low

Femininity

U.S.

Low

High

Masculinity

Inter-Coder Reliability
The sample of three introductory videos from three institutions were coded by two female coders of
differing cultural and educational backgrounds. Prior to coding the sample, the coders viewed and coded a
pilot video and discussed the coding scheme in details. The videos were then coded independently, and
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about 33% of the sample (three videos) was used to test inter-coder reliability using Cohen Kappa. For
most of the variables, the reliability reached 1.000, except for one variable related to the form of dressing
variable (.876).

Findings
Power Distance
Our findings show that the videos produced by these institutions have strong cultural features. Using the
code scheme developed by Bansal and Zahedi (2006), we identified elements of culture that align with
Hofstede’s (2001) description of each country. Features of high power distance (HPD) are reflected in
French and Korean videos as focusing camera on one person, dressing professional attire, and posing in
formal manner (Bansal & Zahedi, 2006), while the U.S. displays characteristics of low power distance
(LPD) by placing the authority figure in the background, having casual attire (in one video), and lighting
the artificial stage dimly.
Interestingly, all videos, as shown in Figure 1, reveal features of HPD: the focus on one individual,
professional dress code, and formal pose. We assumed that the contextual element of academia, that
pursue professional attire to give more credibility (Lightstone, Francis, & Kocum, 2011) have influence on
the presence of HPD features. Although we could find elements of HPD in all videos, instructors from
HPD countries tend to display stronger authoritative attitudes through their fixed looks, facial
expressions, and gestures depicting power.

Figure 1. Example of high power distance and low power distance.

Individualism and Collectivism
With regard to individualism and collectivism, in Figure 2, we found characteristics of individualism
(IDV) in French and the U.S. videos while discovering features of collectivism (CVI) in Korean videos.
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Although, the American and French videos demonstrate individualism (IDV), it was shown in different
ways. For example, the American videos show a single instructor, while French videos display two
instructors. Yet, even when two people come up, they communicate rarely and camera focuses only one.
With regards to CVI, Korean videos also go along with Hofstede’s (2001) description of the country.
Videos often depict group of people gazing in the same direction, and interacting together. Especially,
Korean video merges these features of CVI with HPD by focusing on an instructor among students (e.g.,
Korean video). Non-human objects appear in multiple such as multiple leaves, fruits, logos, and funny
objects.

Figure 2. Examples of individualism and collectivism.

Masculinity and Femininity
We discovered that the U.S. videos exhibit aspects of masculinity while Korean and French video show
more of feminine characteristics (Figure 3). Our results demonstrate that American videos display
masculinity by showing frequent non-smiling faces and disposing more black and somber color in
background. On the other hand, Korean and French videos depict feminine components by smiling
frequently, arranging bright colors, and placing natural environment such as flowers and natural
landscape.
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Figure 3. Examples of masculinity and femininity.

Discussion
Overall, our analysis indicates that national cultures affect video production. One exception is found in
the American videos. Although the U.S. categorized in the LPD country, its videos display features in HPD
such as formal postures or dressing. We hypothesized that this may be due to the established academic
culture and norm to endow credibility to students (Lightstone, Francis, & Kocum, 2011). This also shows
that educational videos are certainly cultural artifacts, and MOOCs introductory videos are not an
exception. MOOC providers are traditional institutions and the fact that MOOCs are free, and open to all
does not mean that the content itself (e.g., introductory videos) is free from providers’ culture. However,
developing MOOCs that reflect a country’s culture, may negatively impact the learner’s experience.
Building on previous research on culture and its effect on learning, we argue that a mismatch between the
learners’ culture and the culture reflected in MOOCs videos, can create a gap in the learner’s
understanding of the video material. Culture being a “mental programing” (Hofstede, 2001 p. 4), aligning
the video content with the learner’s culture is certainly important to ensure that the overall message of the
video is understood by the MOOC learner. Although this study is limited to introductory videos, it does
give insights into the effect of culture on MOOCs, particularly MOOC videos.
To meet the targeted audience, MOOC developers/providers may need to customize course contents to
accommodate the needs of learners from different cultures. Our argument is based on the work of
researchers such as McCombs (2000) and Olaniran et al. (2010). The challenge in online and distance
learning is to design course content that supports and values diverse learners and learning content
(McCombs, 2000). MOOCs as a new form of e-learning certainly face the same challenge (Diver &
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Martinez, 2015). Consequently, the idea of MOOCs providing education to “everybody and everywhere”
(Clarke, 2013) is challenged (Jones et al., 2014) when we acknowledge that culture influences the
adoption and use of technology (Olaniran et al., 2010). Thus, these introductory videos may speak and
attract a specific audience; they may be meaningful for one audience, but meaningless and repulsive for
another audience. MOOCs’ introductory videos act as movie or game trailers; they are selling or
marketing tools for the university or the course developers. As such, they should consider content,
activities, gestures, and even visuals that may appeal to diverse potential learners. Understanding that
marketing tools such as introductory videos can affect viewers’ behaviors in ways that are consistent with
the content of the message (Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & Leiserowitz, 2008), we suggest that producers of
MOOC introductory videos learn and borrow from movie and game trailers to provide prospective
learners with “a multimodal, multi-sensory …experience that makes them feel a part of a [the upcoming
course content]” (Stapleton & Hughes, 2005, p.40).

Conclusion
The complexity and richness of human learning is critical in online and distance learning (McCombs,
2000). MOOCs are a growing phenomenon that makes some to believe in their potential to democratize
education. However, with the effect of culture on people’s understanding, interpretation of images, and
content, this study problematizes MOOCs’ ability to reach diverse learners. It is certainly critical to
understand that: “Images . . . are more than mere objects; they highlight cultural phenomena and convey
social meanings” (Bansal & Zahedi, 2006, p. 1285). Indeed, the interpretation and meaning of visual
images and videos “are a function of the underlying ideals and beliefs of social societies” as they play a
critical role in the understanding of visual message (Scherer, 2010, p. 29). Considering that MOOCs
heavily rely on videos, we contend that MOOC developers “need to be aware of the role of visual
communication and the impact on the learner” (Hedberg & Brown, 2002, p. 23). With Olaniran et al.
(2010), we state that “in order to increase the success of [MOOCs], [videos with content and structure]
must be developed to enhance the learning environment and create a meaning learning experience for all
[learners] involved (p.449).

Limitations and Further Research
This study was limited in its scope because it only focused on the introductory videos of three institutions
of higher education. The scope of the study limits the generalizability of our findings. Nevertheless,
focusing on introductory videos served as a means to look into culture in MOOCs. The study sheds light
on the need to explore culture in MOOC settings, and how culture can affect learners and learning in
MOOCs. This study opens a discussion on the cultural underpinnings and implications of MOOCs.

For

instance, if MOOCs are cultural artifacts, can they be useful for learners in different cultural contexts,
without taking into account the cultural backgrounds of the diverse population of learners? Ignoring the
impact of culture on e-learning environments such as MOOCs can have unintentional negative
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consequences on learning; “It is imperative to match learning content to the needs of the learners such
that this content is designed based upon a clear understanding of its cultural implications” (Olaniran et
al., 2010, p. 450). We hope that this small-scale study will spark further research on the issue of culture in
MOOCs.
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Appendix A
Elements of High Power and Low Power Distance Adapted From Bansal and Zahedi
(2006) Cultural Content of Website Images

High power distance
Human in images
• Person in the image is in the position of authority.
o The pose is formal.
o A hierarchical structure is depicted.
• In a group,
o One person is depicted to have power above others.
o Facial expressions and gestures depict power.
o There is a physical distance between the person of
authority and others.
• Dress:
o Formal or professional attire.
• Focus:
o Focus on one person (male or female).
Non-Human
• Buildings have grandeur.
o Buildings are tall.
o Grand structures with full perspective and sky.
o High clouds, height of the buildings, columns of
buildings.
• Trees have grandeur.

Low power distance
Human in images
• No single person is in the position of authority.
o The pose is casual.
• More often, no human full figure is shown.
• In a group,
o No single person has power over others.
o If a man is in authority, he is in background.
o The pose is casual.
o People do not seem engaged in important task.
o No hierarchical structure is depicted.
• Dress:
o Casual attire.
• Focus:
o No focus on any one person.
Non-Human
• Single object is depicted in most images:
o Single tree is shown.
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Appendix B
Elements of Masculinity and Femininity Adapted From Bansal and Zahedi (2006)
Cultural Content of Website Images

Masculinity
Humans in images
• Mostly men in pictures.
o Men are authority figures.
o When women in picture, they are posed, single with
little authority.
• More frequent non-smiling faces.
• Focus:
o Focus mostly on male(s).
• Dress:
o Men are in formal attire and women in casual
dresses.
• Overall color:
o More black and somber colors.
• Use of tools:
o Man has the power tool.
o If woman is shown with a power tool, she is merely
posing.
Non-human objects
Buildings/Structures:
o Solid man-made (artificial) structures.
o Buildings of somber colors.
o Buildings are solid

Femininity
Humans in images
• Mostly females in pictures.
o Females are shown in positions of authority.
o Females are shown in the same rank as men.
• More frequent smiling faces.
• Family shown (husband-wife, children).
• Relationship shown (communication).
• Higher cases of natural, relaxed, holiday impression.
• Focus:
o Focus mostly on female(s).
o Focus on babies and children.
• Dress:
o Women are more formally dressed.
• Overall color:
o More pink and other bright colors.
• Use of tools:
o Woman has the power tool.
Non-human objects
Buildings/Structures:
o Sketch of buildings or houses.
o Buildings have more bright color.
• Other objects
o Cartoons, funny characters.
o Natural landscape, flowers, and river.
o Artistic and funny drawings, mostly with bright colors.
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Appendix C
Elements of Individualism and Collectivism Adapted From Bansal and Zahedi (2006)
Cultural Content of Website Images
Individualism
Humans in images
• Single person shown.
• Focus:
o When many people are shown, the focus is only on
one individual.
• Attitude:
o Even when multiple people are shown, they are not
communicating, they look in different directions.
Non-Human Objects
• Single object is depicted in most images:
o Single tree is shown.

Collectivism
Humans in images
• Groups of people are depicted.
o Family is emphasized.
• Focus:
o Multiple people are shown.
• Attitude:
o People are shown as gazing in same direction.
o People are shown working on a common task.
o People are shown interacting, competing, walking
together.
Non-Human Objects
• The objects are shown in multiple, such as:
o Multiple fountains
o Multiple leaves
o Multiple flags
o Globe as collectivist object
o Multiple funny objects
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