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i 

 

Abstract 

 

The rapid proliferation of social media over the last ten years has revolutionized the way 

that brands and consumers connect, communicate, and interact with each other. Nowadays, 

approaching creative brand posts in a way that maximizes consumer engagement has 

become a growing challenge to social media marketers. This thesis addresses this challenge 

and aims to understand how to enhance consumer engagement with brand posts on social 

media through the lens of linguistics. To achieve this goal, three independent but related 

papers were conducted to 1) investigate how the linguistic styles of brand social media 

posts influence consumer engagement; 2) examine the interactive impacts of consumer 

comment valence and brand response language style on consumers’ evaluation of brand 

and their intention for future engagement with the brand; and 3) explore whether and how 

incorporating emojis in brand social media posts affects consumer engagement with the 

posts. The findings of this thesis reveal that, for brands, using proper language when 

communicating with consumers on social media can improve consumers’ perceptions of 

brands and enhance their engagement with brands. The results of this thesis deepen our 

understanding of the role that brand language plays in influencing consumer engagement 

on social media as well as provide many practical guidelines for social media marketers 

regarding the language they use in communicating with consumers on social media.  
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1 Introduction 

 

Social media has rapidly proliferated over the last decade. According to Statista (2017 & 

2018a), the number of monthly active users of Facebook, one of the most popular social 

networking sites, has soared from 100 million in 2008 to 2.32 billion in 2018 and the 

number of social media users worldwide is estimated to be around 3.02 billion by 2021. 

The dramatic proliferation of social media has been shaping the way consumers make 

purchase decisions (e.g., information searching and sharing, opinion forming, and purchase 

experience evaluation). As such, brands are actively embracing social media to better 

communicate and interact with their consumers and gradually shifting their marketing 

spending from traditional advertising media such as newspapers and TV to social media 

(de Vries et al., 2017; Hudson et al., 2016). For example, in the U.S. alone, the digital ad 

spending that companies make is estimated to increase from 83 billion (US$) in 2017 to 

129.23 billion (US$) in 2021 (eMarketer, 2017). Moreover, mobile ad, with a 33.9% share 

of total US ad spend, is estimated to surpass TV ad in 2018 and become the leading 

advertising medium (eMarketer, 2017). 

 

Nowadays, social media has become an integral part of the marketing communication mix 

and changed the way that brands and consumers engage with each other (Chu & Kim, 2011; 

Constantinides & Fountain, 2008; Dolan, Conduit, Fahy, & Goodman, 2016; Kozinets, 

Hemetsberger, & Schau, 2008; Merz, He, & Vargo, 2009). Unlike the traditional one-way 

communication (e.g., advertising on TV), social media provides a platform where brands 

and consumers can engage with each other in a bi-directional way (Berthon, Pitt, & 
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Campbell, 2008; Gretry, Horváth, Belei, & van Riel, 2017; Hutter, Hautz, Dennhardt, & 

Füller, 2013). Specifically, brands may create fan pages (e.g., Facebook brand pages, etc.) 

and microblogging accounts (e.g., Twitter, Instagram, etc.) and interact with consumers 

through regularly updating attractive posts, and consumers could follow the pages or 

accounts in accordance with their interests and actively interact with brands through 

engaging with (i.e., liking, sharing, or commenting on) these posts. In this case, the brand 

post become a critical medium that connects brands and consumers. To marketers, 

consumer engagement with brand posts is crucial because it is essential for creating social 

contagion effects (Chung, Animesh, Han, & Pinsonneault, 2014). For example, within 

Facebook brand pages, when consumers ‘like’, ‘comment’ on, or ‘share’ brand posts, such 

actions would appear on their Facebook friends’ walls, thus, popularize the posts 

throughout their networks of friends and associates in a way that is similar to the word of 

mouth (i.e., WOM) communication (Babić Rosario, Sotgiu, De Valck, & Bijmolt, 2016; 

Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; de Vries, Gensler, & Leeflang, 2012; López, Sicilia, & 

Verlegh, 2017; Swani, Milne, & Brown, 2013; Swani & Milne, 2017; Yu, 2014). Research 

has shown that consumer engagement with brand posts is positively related with brand 

awareness, preference, and consideration (Coursaris, van Osch, & Balogh, 2016b; Cruz, 

Leonhardt, & Pezzuti, 2017; de Vries, Gensler, & Leeflang, 2017; Hutter et al., 2013), 

brand equity (Coursaris et al., 2016b; Wagner, Baccarella, & Voigt, 2017), brand loyalty 

(Jahn & Kunz, 2012), and brand performance (e.g., sales, new customer acquisition, brand 

value, etc.) (Chung et al., 2014; Colicev, O’Connor, & Vinzi, 2016; de Vries et al., 2017; 

Kumar, Bezawada, Rishika, Janakiraman, & Kannan, 2016).  
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Despite the importance of consumer engagement, research reported that only about 1% of 

the brands’ followers on Facebook engage with the brands by ‘like’, ‘comment’ on, or 

‘share’ their posts (Creamer, 2012; Lee, Hosanagar, & Nair, 2018). Even within the most 

popular Facebook brand pages, the fan engagement rate is only 4.3% (eMarketer, 2015). 

Social media marketers are struggling with approaching creative brand posts in a way that 

maximizes consumer engagement, and many social media efforts become the experimental 

trials and errors that rarely result in the desired outcome (Ashley & Tuten, 2015; Wilson, 

Guinan, Parise, & Weinberg, 2011; Martin & Todorov, 2010). Therefore, in the current 

practice of social media marketing, understanding how to design brand posts that induce 

active consumer engagement is an important priority (Evans, 2012; Kacholia, 2013; Kim, 

Spiller, & Hettche, 2015; Tuten & Solomon, 2013).  

 

In academia, while some research suggests that marketers can strategically design brand 

posts that improve consumer engagement, it is still not clear what contents work better for 

which brand, and in what way (Lee et al., 2018; Lohtia, Donthu, & Hershberger, 2003; 

Swani, Brown, & Milne, 2014; Wallace, Buil, de Chernatony, & Hogan, 2014). Although 

it has been proposed that enhancing consumer engagement with brand posts on social 

media is challenging and hence worth exploring, compared to the abundant research on 

consumer interaction with traditional brand communication (e.g., advertising on TV, etc.) 

and user-generated contents (e.g., eWOM, etc.), consumer engagement with brand posts 

(i.e., the firm-generated contents) has been relatively understudied (Ibrahim, Wang, & 

Bourne, 2017; Kumar, 2015; Swani, Milne, Brown, Assaf, & Donthu, 2017). Therefore, 

more research on effective social media content strategies is needed to reveal how to 
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develop and implement brand social media posts that induce active consumer engagement 

(Kumar, 2015; López et al., 2017; Marketing Science Institute, 2018).  

 

Unlike offline brand-consumer communications where messages can be conveyed through 

verbal (e.g., language), para-verbal (e.g. voice), and non-verbal (e.g. gesture) cues, brand-

consumer communications on social media mostly happen through verbal cues (Jakic, 

Wagner, & Meyer, 2017; Kurtzberg, Naquin, & Belkin, 2009; Walther, 2012). Wherever 

brand-consumer communications occur within social media, language acts as the central 

medium; thus, the language style of a brand may affect consumers’ perception, which, in 

turn, influences the consumers’ intention to engage with the brand (Cruz et al., 2017). 

While previous research has investigated the consumer engagement behavior from many 

perspectives, little of them have examined the role of language in influencing consumer 

engagement. Therefore, this thesis aims to understand how to enhance consumer 

engagement with brand posts on social media through the lens of linguistics. To address 

this objective, three independent but related studies were conducted. 

 

The first paper aims to investigate and understand how linguistic styles of brand social 

media posts influence consumer engagement. Drawing on the communication 

accommodation theory (CAT) (Giles, Taylor, & Bourhis, 1973) and literature on 

psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic research, we investigate the impacts of three brand 

post linguistic styles (i.e., emotionality, complexity, and informality) on consumer 

engagement. In this paper, field research was conducted in the context of Facebook brand 

pages. Based on the analysis of 15,496 brand posts collected from 120 Facebook pages for 
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a period of six months, we found that brand posts’ linguistic styles significantly impact 

consumer engagement, but the effects vary regarding the three types of consumer 

engagement (i.e., like, share, comment). The findings of this paper improve our 

understanding of the role that brand language plays in enhancing consumer engagement.  

 

The second paper aims to examine the interactive effects of consumer comment valence 

and brand response language style on consumers’ trust and satisfaction toward the brand 

and their intention to engage with the brand in the future. Drawing on the language 

expectancy theory (LET) (Burgoon, 1993; Burgoon & Miller, 1985), this paper examines 

which language style (i.e., formal vs. informal) brands should adopt in responding to 

consumer comments with different valences (i.e., positive vs. negative) to improve 

consumers’ trust and satisfaction toward the brands and, in turn, enhance their intention to 

engage with the brands in future. In this paper, we propose that brands should treat positive 

and negative consumer comments as two different scenarios and use different language 

styles in responding to them. Two scenario-based experiments were conducted to test our 

hypotheses in scenarios of extreme and less extreme consumer comment valence, 

respectively. The results reveal that consumer comment valence and brand response 

informality interactively impact consumers’ evaluation of the brand, which, in turn, 

influence their intention to engage with the brand in the future. The findings of this paper 

help us understand how consumers’ evaluation of brands and intention to engage with 

brands can be impacted by the way brands communicating with consumers.  
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The third paper aims to explore whether and how incorporating emojis in brand social 

media posts affects consumer engagement with the posts. Given the infancy of this research 

stream, this paper presents an exploratory study on the effects of emojis on consumer 

engagement. Specifically, drawing on the media richness theory (MRT) (Daft & Lengel, 

1984 & 1986) and computer-mediated communication (CMC) literature (Crystal, 2006; 

Huang, Yen, & Zhang, 2008; Luor, Wu, Lu, & Tao, 2010), this paper addresses two 

research questions: 1) how are emojis used in brand social media posts currently; 2) can 

(how) emojis in brand social media posts influence consumers’ perceptions which, in turn, 

enhance their engagement intention. Applying a mixed-method research design, we 

conducted two studies in this paper. First, a field study was conducted. In this study, we 

portrayed the current state of emoji use in brand social media posts based on the analysis 

of 4,549 brand posts collected from 90 Facebook pages for a period of two months. Second, 

two online experiments were conducted to investigate the impacts of emojis in brand social 

media posts on consumers’ perceptions of brand posts and engagement intention. The 

results reveal that incorporating emojis in B2C brand posts can positively impact 

consumers’ perceptions of the brand, which, in turn, improve their engagement intention; 

however, the results do not show such relationship in case of B2B brand posts. The findings 

of this paper improve our understanding of the role that emojis play in brand-consumer 

interaction and enhancing consumer engagement with brand posts on social media.  

 

The rest of this thesis is organized as follows. Chapter 2, 3, and 4 present three independent 

but related papers and chapter 5 provides an integrative view of the three papers and 

conclusion. 
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2 Essay One: Investigating the Impacts of Brand Social Media Posts’ 

Linguistic Styles on Consumer Engagement 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Enhancing consumer engagement on social media through well-designed brand posts is 

vital, but also challenging, to current digital marketing (Chung et al., 2014; Kumar, 2015; 

Marketing Science Institute, 2018; Swani et al., 2017). While previous research that 

investigates the antecedents of consumer engagement has mainly focused on specific brand 

post characteristics, such as content type, media type, and post timing, very few of them 

has examined the language used by brand (Cruz et al., 2017; Jakic et al., 2017; Lee et al., 

2018). However, such overlook does not weaken the importance of language. Whenever 

interacting with a brand, consumers encounter with the brand language, e.g., the choice of 

words, sentence structure and sentence tone in advertising, the language used by 

salesperson and service encounters, the language in brand posts, and even the brand name 

itself. Serving as the medium that communicates brand meanings, language plays a 

significant role in the underlying processes of consumers identifying, experiencing, 

integrating, signifying, and connecting with brands and affects consumers’ responses to 

brands in terms of perception, memory, attitude, as well as behavior (Carnevale, Luna, & 

Lerman, 2017; Schmitt, 2012; Luna, Carnevale, & Lerman, 2013). Branding relies heavily 

on language, and it is notably more evident in the social media world (Carnevale et al., 

2017). Unlike the offline world where messages can be conveyed using verbal (e.g., 

language), para-verbal (e.g. voice), and non-verbal (e.g. gesture) cues, brand-consumer 
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interactions in the social media world mostly happen through verbal cues (Jakic et al., 2017; 

Kurtzberg et al., 2009; Walther, 2012). Wherever (e.g., blogging, Twitter, Facebook, etc.) 

brand posting occurs, language remains crucial for effectively enhancing consumer 

engagement (Cruz et al., 2017). Consider the following two Facebook brand posts: 

 

#1 [Post by Starbucks on November 13, 2017, at 10:00 am] 

Thanksgiving, all bundled up. Turkey Stuffing Panini is back!  

 

#2 [Post by Microsoft on November 27, 2017, at 12:00 pm] 

The new Surface Book 2 delivers up to 17 hours of battery life and is 2 times more powerful 

than before. Pre-order the most powerful Surface yet: http://msft.social/7KHKei 

 

While both of the posts have a topic of introducing new products, the former one is more 

speech-like and the latter more writing-like. Specifically, the former post is shorter, more 

informal, more emotional, and requires less cognitive resources to understand than the 

latter one, and unsurprisingly, it induced much more consumer engagement than the latter 

one (i.e., 16,000 “likes” and 955 “shares” vs. 9 “likes” and 0 “shares”). Thus, in designing 

brand posts for consumer engagement on social media, language matters. 

 

This paper aims to examine the language used in brand posts and its impact on consumer 

engagement. Specifically, drawing on the communication accommodation theory (CAT) 

and literature on psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic research, this paper investigates the 

impacts of three brand post linguistic styles (i.e., emotionality, complexity, and informality) 
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on consumer engagement in the social media context. This paper has many theoretical 

implications. First, although previous research has studied consumer engagement with 

brand posts on social media from many perspectives, to date, little is known about how 

consumer engagement could be enhanced through employing the proper linguistic style in 

brand posts. The results of this paper will fill this gap. Second, this paper extends the CAT 

by demonstrating that accommodating one’s language to the context where communication 

occurs has similar effects as accommodating one’s language to the interlocutor. Besides, 

while previous research using CAT is mainly conducted in the offline interpersonal 

communication context, this paper extends the theoretical generalizability of CAT by 

applying it to a research context of brand-to-consumer communications occurring on social 

media. This paper also has many managerial implications. Through investigating the role 

that language styles play in affecting consumer engagement, this paper reveals that social 

media marketers should carefully design the linguistic styles of brand posts and provides 

many guidelines for social media marketing practitioners.  

 

2.2 Theoretical Foundation 

2.2.1  Brand Language and Consumer Response 

Branding and language have been studied together for a long time in a relatively 

fragmented way (Carnevale et al., 2017). Generally, based on the characteristics of settings 

where the language occurs, this research area has shown two major streams that 

respectively focus on language in advertising and language used by salespersons and 

service encounters. While the language in advertising mainly occurs in a one-way and 

indirect F2C communicational channel, language used by salespersons and service 
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encounters usually occurs in a two-way and direct interpersonal communicational channel 

(Holmqvist & Grönroos, 2012). Each research stream has produced many exciting insights 

for brand-related issues.  

 

Among research on language in advertising, a widely researched topic is the effects of 

language on bilingual consumers’ responses to the advertising and the mentioned brand. 

Following this stream, researchers have found that the proper use of native language and 

code-switching (i.e., mixed languages within a sentence) can positively affect bilingual 

consumers’ responses to advertising. For example, Puntoni, De Langhe, & Van Osselaer 

(2008) found that marketing slogans expressed in consumers’ native language tend to be 

perceived as more emotional than those expressed in their second language are. Noriega & 

Blair (2008) found that, while advertising to bilinguals, native language advertisement is 

more likely to elicit self-referent thoughts about family, friends, home, or homeland, which 

in turn can lead to more positive attitudes and behavioral intentions. Koslow, Shamdasani, 

& Touchstone (1994) found that Spanish-language advertising can enhance Hispanic 

consumers’ affect toward the advertisement, but advertising exclusively in Spanish can 

decrease the affect toward the advertisement. With a focus on code-switching, Luna & 

Peracchio (2005) found that minority-language slogans switching to the majority language 

result in greater persuasion than majority-language slogans switching to the minority 

language, which is further confirmed by Ahn, La Ferle, & Lee (2017) in their study of the 

code-switching in the Korean marketplace. According to Ahn et al. (2017), Korean-English 

and transliterated Korean-English code-switching were significantly higher in attitude 

toward the slogan and product evaluation than English-Korean code-switching. Despite the 
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native language and code-switching, the linguistic style of advertising has been examined 

as well. For example, research has suggested that script complexity, which is usually 

measured based on readability, negatively affects the advertising recall and recognition for 

consumers who were less involved with the product category (Lowrey, 2006; Metoyer-

Duran, 1993). Djafarova (2008) found that using puns in advertising could create a 

humorous effect and double meanings and satisfy the audience’s need to enjoy their 

language, which, in turn, can attract attention.  

 

Similar to research on language in advertising, research on language used by salespersons 

and service encounters examined the impacts of language on consumers’ perceptions of 

and responses to the services before, during, and after the services’ happening (Holmqvist 

& Van Vaerenbergh, 2012). Following this stream, researchers have found that language 

has a significant impact on consumer responses, which, in turn, can affect the sales/service 

performance (Pace, 1962). For example, Peterson, Cannito, and Brown (1995) found that 

salespeople’s voice characteristics (e.g., the rate of speaking, average pause duration, and 

fundamental frequency contour) have significant impacts on sales performance. Fernandez 

et al. (2004) found that the language used by physicians has an impact on patients’ 

perception of health care service. Specifically, Spanish-speaking patients are more likely 

to report better interpersonal processes of care when their physicians have high Spanish 

ability. Downing (2011) found that using short, affirmative words and language that 

consumers could easily understand can enhance the call center agents’ sales effectiveness. 

With a focus on code-switching, Schau, Dellande, & Gilly (2007) examined the impacts of 

three types of code-switching (i.e., language, dialect, and brand code-switching) on service 
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outcomes in terms of encounter duration, the incidence of positive and negative comments, 

and post-fulfillments (i.e., inquiries and returns). They found that, compared to dialect and 

brand code-switching, language code-switching results in more positive comments. 

Holmqvist & Van Vaerenbergh (2013) found that, for high-involvement services (e.g., 

financial and medical services), bilingual consumers (both male and female, elderly and 

young) prefer native language more than the second language. They further examined the 

impacts of the second language and found that the use of the second language during 

service negatively affects consumers’ post-service behaviors. Specifically, consumers 

receiving service in their second language are less likely to tip the waiter in a restaurant 

and are less likely to recommend the service provider to others (Van Vaerenbergh & 

Holmqvist, 2013 & 2014). Azab & Clark (2017) found that, in a search recovery context, 

service providers can improve rapport with majority consumers using a language 

convergence strategy, and the rapport will, in turn, result in positive word-of-mouth and 

re-patronage intentions. 

 

In spite of the different settings, research on advertising language and language used by 

salespersons and service encounters has suggested that language plays a significant role in 

brand-consumer interactions and brands can positively affect consumers’ perception, 

responses, and interactions through properly selecting or framing the language they use 

(Williams & Spiro, 1985). Given that the brand-consumer interaction on social media has 

the characteristics of both advertising (i.e., F2C) and the interaction between salespersons 

and service encounters and consumers (i.e., bidirectional), it is reasonable to expect that 
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the language used by brand posts can affect consumer engagement behavior on social 

media.  

 

2.2.2  Communication Accommodation Theory 

Proposed in the early 1970s by Howard Giles and his colleagues (Giles et al., 1973), the 

CAT (previously known as Accommodation Theory or Speech Accommodation Theory) 

is a theory that explores how people adjust their behaviors during communicative 

interactions, why they do so, and the social consequences arising from doing so (Giles, 

Coupland, & Coupland, 1991; Muir, Joinson, Cotterill, & Dewdney, 2017). At the heart of 

CAT is the concept of accommodation (Gasiorek, 2015; Giles et al., 1991). Previous 

research has investigated accommodation from many perspectives and shown that 

accommodation could occur in terms of verbal (e.g., language, information density), para-

verbal (e.g., utterance length, speech rate, accent, vocal intensity, pausing frequencies and 

lengths), and non-verbal (e.g., gesture, head nodding and facial affect, posture, smiling, 

and gaze) communicative features, as well as discursive social interaction dimensions (e.g., 

socioeconomic status and education) (Giles et al., 1991). According to CAT, there are two 

general accommodation strategies, namely, convergence and divergence (Giles et al., 1991; 

Muir et al., 2016). Convergence (later refers as accommodation) is a strategy whereby 

people adjust their communication behaviors to become more similar to their interlocutors, 

typically adopted to seek social approval, affiliation, and interpersonal similarity as well as 

reduce social distance (Giles et al., 1991; Giles, 2008). Conversely, divergence (later refers 

as nonaccommodation) is a strategy in which people accentuate differences between 

themselves and their interlocutors in communication behaviors, and often motivated by the 
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desire to emphasize the distinctiveness from one’s interlocutor, highlight contrasting 

identities, and increase social distance (Giles et al., 1991; Giles & Gasiorek, 2014). One 

core concept of the CAT is that the perception of convergence (or accommodation) could 

induce positive evaluations of the communication (e.g., message agreement, 

persuasiveness, and communication satisfaction), the interlocutor (e.g., credibility, trust, 

sociability, and attractiveness), and the relationship (e.g., relational satisfaction, closeness, 

common identity, and intimacy) (Giles et al., 1991; Atamturk, Atamturk, & Dimililer, 

2017). This concept was confirmed by a recent meta-analysis of 149 empirical research on 

CAT that was published between 1970 and 2010 (Muir et al., 2017; Soliz & Giles, 2014).  

 

Since its infancy, the CAT has attracted much attention from researchers and, thus, been 

extended and elaborated for a number of times, and applied to many research areas (e.g., 

education, culture, media, legal, and business) and contexts (e.g., interpersonal, intergroup, 

and inter/intra-generation). Although its early focus was mainly on traditional face-to-face 

communications, the CAT has been employed by research on computer-mediated-

communication (CMC) as a solid theoretical foundation as well (Muir et al., 2017). Unlike 

traditional face-to-face communications, where message could be transmitted through 

verbal, para-verbal and non-verbal cues, CMC (e.g., email, instant messaging, SMS, etc.) 

is mainly dependent on the verbal cues (Muir et al., 2017; Kurtzberg et al., 2009; Walther, 

2012), and due to which, the CMC research that employs CAT has mainly focused on the 

accommodation of language and addressed two broad topics, that is, the occurrence of 

language accommodation in CMC and its corresponding consequences. Research on the 

former has identified that language accommodation exists in various CMC contexts, such 
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as email (Bunz & Campbell, 2004; Crook & Booth, 1997), instant messaging (Riordan, 

Markman, & Stewart, 2013; Scissors, Gill, & Gergle, 2008; Scissors, Gill, Geraghty, & 

Gergle, 2009), online forum (Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil, West, Jurafsky, Leskovec, & Potts, 

2013; Wang, Reitter, & Yen, 2014; Welbers & de Nooy, 2014), Twitter (Danescu-

Niculescu-Mizil, Gamon, & Dumais, 2011), online review sites (Michael & Otterbacher, 

2014), and virtual teams (Wang & Fussell, 2010; Yilmaz, 2016). For example, Riordan et 

al. (2013) found that communication convergence in instant messaging conversations 

occurs both lexically and structurally (i.e., in terms of message length and response times), 

and such convergence is influenced by interpersonal characteristics (i.e., level of 

disagreement, experience with IM, length of relationship) and conversation types (task-

oriented vs. social). Welbers & de Nooy (2014) found that online forum posters adjust their 

linguistic style (regarding the use of emoticons and Arabic words) in accordance with both 

previous posters within the same thread and previous posts in other threads within the same 

topic. By analyzing the reviews of tourist attractions at TripAdvisor, Michael & 

Otterbacher (2014) found that reviewers’ linguistic style (i.e., pronoun use, informal 

language, markers of dialect, and review length) is affected by that of preceding reviews. 

By analyzing 215,000 conversations between the 2,200 pairs of Twitter users, Danescu-

Niculescu-Mizil et al. (2011) found that linguist style accommodation also happens in 

Twitter conversation. Bunz & Campbell (2004) found that language accommodation 

(regarding politeness) occurs in e-mail communications. Wang, Reitter, & Yen (2014) 

found that language alignment occurs in the online community. Wang & Fussell (2010) 

found that language accommodation occurs in online multicultural multiparty 

brainstorming. Despite the existence of language accommodation in CMC, research also 
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identified that users’ language accommodation in online communities is not an everlasting 

behavior; rather, it has a lifecycle. For example, Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil et al. (2013) 

found that users’ language accommodation is related to their engagement behavior in 

online communities. According to them, users’ engagement in online community follows 

a determined lifecycle, which is reflected concerning their linguistic accommodation 

behavior. Users first actively accommodate their language in accordance with the language 

of the online community; then, after maximum synchrony reaches, the language divergence 

between the user and community forms and increases until the user abandons the site. 

Similar language accommodation decay was also found by Wang, Reitter, & Yen (2014).  

 

Similar to the CAT research on traditional face-to-face communications, CMC research 

has identified that language accommodation in CMC often resulted in positive perceptions 

of the interlocutor as well as the relationship. Crook & Booth (1997) found that language 

accommodation (i.e., use of the verb, adjective, and adverbial words) in e-mail can enhance 

the rapport between communicators. Scissors et al. (2008) and Scissors et al. (2009) found 

that linguistic similarity (regarding the use of positive emotion words, task-related words, 

verb tense, phrasal entrainment, and emoticons) can enhance trust between interlocutors in 

IM communication. Huffaker, Swaab, & Diermeier (2011) and Swaab, Maddux, & 

Sinaceur (2011) found that linguistic and assent convergence can increase agreements 

between potential coalition partners in online multiparty negotiations. Ludwig et al. (2013) 

found that linguistic style matching between an online product review and the interest 

group is positively related to conversion rates. Steinmann, Mau, & Schramm-Klein (2015) 

found that personalized communication style used by the brand to interact with online 
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consumption community members can enhance the members’ evaluation of brand and 

community as well as increase their purchase intention. Yilmaz (2016) found that linguistic 

style matching among members can increase the virtual teams’ group performance. Muir 

et al. (2017) found that linguistic style accommodation over CMC shapes recipient’s 

impression (i.e., attractiveness and rapport) of the speaker, but the effects depend on the 

conversational norms of social context. Otterbacher, Ang, Litvak, & Atkins (2017) found 

that linguistic mimicry is effective for fostering empathy between interlocutors on 

Facebook. Specifically, using a casual and personal tone, through including “I”, present-

tense verbs, and markers of chat or Internet slang, in one’s Facebook posts can lead to the 

“empathy symbiosis” with one’s interlocutors, since it encourages mutual mimicry.  

 

Combining the findings from previous research on brand language use and language 

accommodation in CMC, it is clear that 1) language plays a significant role in brand-to-

consumer communication in a way that it can affect consumers’ perception of, response to, 

and interaction with brands; and 2) language accommodation ‘functions’ (i.e., positively 

affect the evaluation of communication, interlocutor, and relationship) not only in 

traditional face-to-face communication but also in the context of the CMC. Brand posting 

is a form of brand-to-consumer communication that occurs in a CMC context, i.e., social 

media. While social media marketers are struggling with how to design brand posts to 

attract consumer engagement in social media, our review indicates that language matters. 

However, surprisingly, very little research has examined the impacts of the language used 

in brand posts on consumer engagement in the social media context (Gretry et al., 2017; 

Jakic et al., 2017; Ludwig et al., 2013; Swani et al., 2017). Recent research shows that 



18 

 

language indeed affects the result of brand-consumer communication in social media. For 

example, it has been found that language used by brands in their communication with 

consumers on social media impacts consumers’ trust of the brand (Jakic et al., 2017; Gretry 

et al., 2017), and the psycholinguistic style of social media posts can be used as a useful 

learning feature to predict engagement with the posts (Hwong, Oliver, Van Kranendonk, 

Sammut, & Seroussi, 2017; Lee et al., 2018).  

 

Therefore, in this paper, we investigate the impacts of linguistic styles of brand posts on 

consumer engagement in the social media context. Given the explosive proliferation of 

social media, the audience of one brand is often at the million-level, across various 

languages and cultures, and all over the world. It is challenging (if not impossible) and 

cost-intensified for brands to adjust their language to the consumer segments with regards 

to each of their linguistic styles. Drawing on the CAT, we propose that adapting to a general 

social media linguistic style in brand posts could be an efficient and practical approach to 

enhance consumer engagement in social media.  

 

2.2.3  Linguistic Style and Social Media Language 

What is the style of social media language? Although at first glance, the question is too 

broad to answer, it was once explored by early online language researchers at an even 

broader context (i.e., Internet language or CMC language) and under a reframed question, 

whether Internet language is closer to speech or writing (Thelwall, 2009). The difference 

between speech and writing has been investigated by linguists since the infancy of the 

linguistics. After decades of exploration, many main differences have been identified. 
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Specifically, regarding linguistic style, speech is social-oriented, less formal, less complex, 

less structured, and more spontaneous, while writing is information-oriented, more formal, 

more complex, more structured, and more planning (Baron, 2003, Crystal, 2011). Through 

comparison with speech and writing, the research found that different Internet languages 

(e.g., web, email, blogging, social networking sites, and microblogging) vary concerning 

their similarities with speech and writing (Barton & Lee, 2013; Crystal, 2006). Specifically, 

at one extreme, the web is more similar to writing, while, at the other extreme, 

microblogging and social networking sites are more similar to speech (Barton & Lee, 2013).   

 

Recently, with the development of computational linguistics, researchers started to 

examine social media linguistic style at more detailed levels. Generally speaking, the 

linguistic style can be measured at two levels. At a word level, linguistic style can be 

determined by examining the use of style words (Ireland et al., 2011; Ludwig et al., 2013; 

Niederhoffer & Pennebaker, 2002). According to Tausczik & Pennebaker (2010), there are 

two broad categories of words, namely, content words and style words. Content words are 

generally nouns, regular verbs, and many adjectives and adverbs and are used to convey 

the content of a communication, while style words include pronouns, prepositions, articles, 

conjunctions, auxiliary verbs, and a few other esoteric categories and reflect one’s 

communication style (Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010). At a feature level, linguistic style 

can be described regarding the intuitive message characteristics, such as informality, 

emotionality, and complexity (Hu, Talamadupula, & Kambhampati, 2013; Lee & Kahle, 

2016; Paris, Thomas, & Wan, 2012). Usually, these characteristics are evaluated either by 

examining more basic message characteristics (e.g., use of abbreviations and emoticons, 
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word length, the existence of wrong-typed words, etc.) or, sometimes, through human 

interpretations (e.g., human coders coding regarding the extent of the message 

characteristics). These research indicated that social media language is both heterogeneous 

and homogeneous. On the one hand, social media language varies with medium and 

situational factors, such as gender (Bamman, Eisenstein, & Schnoebelen, 2014; Schwartz 

et al., 2013), age (Nguyen, Gravel, Trieschnigg, & Meder, 2013; Subramaniam & Razak, 

2014), geolocation (Huang et al., 2016), and social media platforms (Hu et al., 2013; Kadir, 

Idris, & Husain, 2012; Paris et al., 2012). On the other hand, some structural language 

features (e.g., informal, less complex, emotional, spontaneous) are broadly observed across 

social media regardless of the medium and situational factors, showing that social media 

language is, in general, casual and conversation-like (Baron, 2003; Herring, 2007; Walther, 

2012; Muresan, Gonzalez‐Ibanez, Ghosh, & Wacholder, 2016; Paris et al., 2012; Thelwall, 

2009).  

 

Previous research on brand-consumer relationships has shown that brand 

anthropomorphism often underlies consumers’ responses to brand communication; that is, 

consumers tend to interact with brands in the similar ways as with their interpersonal 

relationships and use norms of social relationships to guide their interactions with brands 

(Aggarwal, 2004; Aggarwal & McGill, 2007; Aggarwal & McGill, 2012; Fournier, 1998; 

Sela, Wheeler, & Sarial-Abi, 2012). Although most of these research was conducted in an 

offline communication context (e.g., advertising), in social media, due to the naturally 

interactive context where brand-consumer interaction largely resembles interpersonal 

interactions, brand anthropomorphism is even more likely to occur naturally and brand 
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communications are more likely to be treated as interpersonal communications (Gretry et 

al., 2017). Consequently, in brand-consumer communications on social media, consumers 

will expect brands to respect the social norms and ‘talk’ as if their other interpersonal 

relationships do (Kwok & Yu, 2013). Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that adopting a 

casual communication style in brand posting could obey consumers’ perception of social 

media norms, fulfill the consumers’ expectation, and, thus, enhance the consumer 

engagement. In this paper, we will examine the impact of adopting a casual communication 

style in brand posts on consumer engagement in the social media context.  

 

2.3 Hypotheses Development 

Emotionality 

Emotionality refers to the emotion expressed by brand posts. As an internal state, emotion 

can be contagious. Evidence from animal research, developmental research, clinical 

research, social psychology, sociology, and psychophysiology suggests that, from moment 

to moment, people can and do indeed feel and catch one another’s emotions (Hatfield, 

Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1992; Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1993). This phenomenon was 

later named as emotional contagion effect. Emotional contagion is “the tendency to 

automatically mimic and synchronize movements, expressions, postures, and vocalizations 

with those of another person and, consequently, to converge emotionally” (Hatfield et al., 

1992, pp. 153-154). Dependent on research on emotional contagion, marketing researchers 

investigated the effect of emotion in marketing communication, and found emotion 

expressed in a brand communication (e.g., advertising, service encounter) can affect how 

the communication is processed, and, thus, influence the effects of the communication 
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(Batra & Stayman, 1990; Edell & Burke, 1987; Percy, 2012; Morris, 2012). While, at an 

early stage, emotional contagion effect has been investigated regarding verbal, para-verbal, 

and non-verbal communications and mainly studied in a face-to-face context, it can happen 

via verbal communication solely and in CMC as well (Hancock, Gee, Ciaccio, & Lin, 

2008). Research on emotional contagion in CMC found that emotional face-to-face 

communications and CMC are very similar, and, probably the only difference is that there 

are more frequent and explicit emotion expressions in CMC than face-to-face 

communications (Derks, Fischer, & Bos, 2008). For example, in social media contexts, 

when consumers are exposed to positive messages, emotional contagion can take place and 

lead them to experience the same positive emotions (Chen, Kim, & Lin, 2015; Kramer, 

Guillory, & Hancock, 2014). Besides, previous research has shown that, in CMC, 

emotionally-charged messages (e.g., using emotional words) can trigger more cognitive 

involvement (e.g., attention) (Bayer, Sommer, & Schacht, 2012; Kissler, Herbert, Peyk, & 

Junghofer, 2007; Smith & Petty, 1996) and higher psychological arousal (Berger, 2011; 

Berger & Milkman, 2012), which, in turn, can impact the message receivers’ feedback and 

reciprocity (Dang-Xuan & Stieglitz,  2012; Huffaker, 2010; Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2012), 

participation (Joyce & Kraut, 2006), and social sharing behavior (Heath, 1996; Luminet 

IV, Bouts, Delie, Manstead, & Rimé, 2000; Peters, Kashima, & Clark, 2009; Rimé, 2009; 

Kim & Johnson, 2016). For example, Phelps, Lewis, Mobilio, Perry, & Raman (2004) 

found that emails that spark strong emotions are likely to be forwarded. Schindler & 

Bickart (2012) found that positive emotion is related to consumers’ perception of online 

review helpfulness. Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan (2013) found that tweets with emotion are 

likely to be shared more often and more quickly than neutral ones. Kim & Johnson (2016) 
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found that emotion in brand-related user-generated content on Facebook has an impact on 

consumers’ emotional response, which, in turn, influences consumers’ willingness to pass 

along the information and brand engagement. Furthermore, research on consumer 

engagement with brand posts has suggested that using emotional appeals in brand posts 

can enhance consumer engagement (e.g., number of likes, shares, and comments) 

(Coursaris, van Osch, & Balogh, 2016a; Lee et al., 2018; Swani et al., 2013; Swani & 

Milne, 2017). Therefore, we derive the following hypothesis:  

 

H1: Emotionality of brand posts is positively related to consumer engagement. 

H1a: The percent of positive emotional words in brand posts is positively related to 

consumer engagement.  

H1b: The percent of negative emotional words in brand posts is positively related to 

consumer engagement. 

 

Complexity 

Message complexity refers to the extent to which a message is complex. It suggests the 

effort required by message receivers to read and understand the message (Arguello et al., 

2006). A similar, but conversely, concept is readability, which is defined as the ease to read 

and understand a message (Agnihotri & Bhattacharya, 2016; Dubay, 2004; Zakaluk & 

Samuels, 1988). Complexity and readability are two variables that contrarily measure the 

same characteristic of a message. Specifically, the more difficult a message is to be 

processed cognitively, the higher the message complexity and the lower the readability. 

Previous research has shown that complexity has an impact on the consumers’ perception 
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and can influence the persuasion of the advertising (Burgers, Konijn, Steen, & Iepsma, 

2015; Chatterjee, 2012; Cox & Cox, 1988). Furthermore, research on eWOM has found 

that complexity is negatively related to the perceived helpfulness and thus can decrease the 

persuasion of online reviews (Ghose & Ipeirotis, 2011; Hlee, Lee, Yang, & Koo, 2016; 

Kang & Zhou, 2016; Korfiatis, GarcíA-Bariocanal, & Sánchez-Alonso, 2012; Liu & Park, 

2015; Park & Nicolau, 2015). However, research has shown some mixed results regarding 

the polarity of the impact of complexity; that is, complexity is not always negatively related 

to message persuasion. More specifically, research has identified a curvilinear relationship 

(an inverted U-curve) between complexity and persuasion, which suggested that resource 

matching theory might be appropriate to explain the role of complexity (Burgers et al., 

2015). According to resource matching theory (Anand & Sternthal, 1989; Anand & 

Sternthal, 1990), most persuasion can be reached when the cognitive resource needed to 

process a message matches with the resource that is available to the message recipient so 

that the recipient can process the message with relative ease and pleasure (Burgers et al., 

2015; Huhmann & Albinsson, 2012). In the case of social media, where information 

overload is ubiquitous, consumers are more likely to process social media content under 

low involvement/attention conditions without spending too many cognitive resources 

(Ashley & Tuten, 2015; Gomez-Rodriguez, Gummadi, & Schoelkopf, 2014; Gilliland & 

Johnston, 1997; Jensen & Jepsen, 2007). This is even true when consumer process the 

brand posts on social media. The recent finding that shorter Facebook posts can receive 

more engagement also suggests that the complexity might decrease consumer engagement 

(Buddy Media, 2011; Lee et al., 2018). Besides, research has shown that users are more 
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likely to respond to simpler messages in overload mass interaction (Arguello et al., 2006; 

Jones, Ravid, & Rafaeli, 2004). Therefore, we derive the following hypothesis: 

 

H2: Complexity of brand posts is negatively related to consumer engagement. 

 

Informality 

Informality (vs. formality) of communication is a concept that has been widely addressed 

topic in sociolinguistics (Baron, 2003; Irvine, 1979). An informal communication style, 

according to McArthur (2003), is “common, non-official, familiar, casual, and often 

colloquial, and contrasts in these senses with formal”. The difference between informality 

and formality is often defined in accord to the difference between spoken and written 

languages (Ruekert & Walker Jr., 1987). More specifically, informality is often associated 

with spoken language and featured as a conversational style, while formality is usually 

related to written language (Biber, 1986; Fairclough, 1994). In the social media contexts, 

informality is related to many linguistic features, such as abbreviations (e.g., LOL for 

‘laughing out loud’, OMW for ‘on my way’), emojis (e.g., , , ❤️), or non-standard 

spellings (e.g., hv for ‘have’, msg for ‘message’), contractions (e.g., don’t, can’t, and it’s), 

and personal pronouns (e.g., we, you, and us) (Mosquera & Moreda, 2012a & 2012b; 

Michael & Otterbacher, 2014; Gretry et al., 2017). For example, brand post, “You go, 

ghoul.  Zombie Frappuccino available in U.S. & Canada while supplies last!” 

[Starbucks Facebook page, on October 26, 2017, at 9:01 am], is more informal than the 

post, “Look what we caught under the mistletoe. Have you tried our Peppermint Mocha 

Latte?” [Tim Hortons Facebook page, on December 13, 2017, at 1:31 pm]. Sociolinguistics 
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research has suggested that the communication style (formal vs. informal) used by the 

communicators can reflect their perceptions of social norms and the relationship with the 

interlocutors, which in turn affect the interlocutors’ response and the effects of the 

communication (see Giles & Sassoon, 1983; Irvine, 1979; Lenoir, Puntoni, & van Osselaer, 

2014; Mallett & Wapshott, 2014; Otterbacher et al., 2017; Pérez-Sabater, 2013; Peterson, 

Hohensee, & Xia, 2011; Rennekamp & Witz, 2017; Scott, Sinclair, Short, & Bruce, 2014; 

Waldeck, Kearney, & Plax, 2001). For example, informal style is often used by 

communicators to convey an interpretation of closeness with their audience. Besides, 

research has suggested that the informal communication style can soften the hierarchical 

power relationships, reduces social distance between communicators, and thus can enhance 

the relationships (Delin, 2005; Gretry et al., 2017). While very little research has examined 

the impact of informality of brand communication on consumer engagement in social 

media contexts, much research has suggested that communicating in a conversational style 

can enhance consumers’ interactivity with brand and in turn increase their evaluation of 

brand (Jakic et al., 2017; Kelleher, 2009; Kelleher & Miller, 2006; Searls & Weinberger, 

2000; Beukeboom, Kerkhof, & de Vries, 2015). Furthermore, it has been proposed that 

communication strategy should fit the conditions of marketing channels (Mohr & Nevin, 

1990). According to Mohr & Nevin (1990), in channels with conditions of relational 

structures, supportive climates, or symmetrical power, a collaborative communication 

strategy (e.g., high frequency, bidirectional flows and informal modes) could be employed 

to enhance the channels’ coordination, satisfaction, commitment, and performance. The 

social media context has been identified to be relation-oriented (Chu & Kim, 2011; 

Fournier & Avery, 2011; Dholakia et al., 2004), supportive (Chen, Yen, & Hwang, 2012), 
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and brand-consumer interaction in social media has been described to be symmetrical 

regarding power (Hutter et al., 2013; Constantinides & Fountain, 2008). Therefore, a 

collaborative communication strategy (e.g., conversational, informal) should be employed 

by a brand to enhance the communication effects, such as consumer engagement. Thus, we 

derive the following hypothesis: 

 

H3: Informality of brand posts is positively related to consumer engagement. 

 

2.4 Methodology 

2.4.1 Data Collection 

A field study was conducted to test the hypotheses mentioned above. The field study is a 

research investigation “of naturally occurring everyday events” (Singleton Jr. & Straits, 

2010, p. 354). It is defined as the systematic studies that “rely on the collection of original 

data - qualitative or quantitative - in real organizations” (Edmondson & McManus, 2007, 

p.1155) and aim to “build a general, abstract understanding of social phenomena” 

(Singleton Jr. & Straits, 2010, p. 354). In this paper, we investigated the impacts of brand 

post linguistic styles (i.e., emotionality, complexity, informality) on consumer engagement 

in the context of Facebook brand pages. Facebook is the most popular social network 

worldwide, with 2.32 billion global monthly active users, of which, 1.52 billion users visit 

Facebook on a daily basis (as of the fourth quarter of 2018) (Statista, 2018a & 2018b). 

Given its massive user community, Facebook provides a platform where brands can 

enhance presence, communicate with consumers, and build consumer communities. On 

Facebook, brands mainly interact with consumers through creating pages and posting 
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contents (e.g., products/services update, offers, events, or simply entertaining things) in 

many formats (e.g., text, image, video, gif, URL, hashtag) on the pages. Consumers who 

are interested in a brand can follow the brand by ‘like’ its page(s), and once a consumer 

like a brand page, the contents posted by the brand will occur in his/her wall as the news 

feed. Consumers can interact with a brand by like, comment on, or share the contents posted 

by the brand, and, depending on the communication policy set by the brand, consumers 

can even post contents on the brand page by themselves. Each time a consumer interacts 

(i.e., like, comment on, share) with a brand post, the interaction will appear on the walls of 

the consumer’s Facebook friends; thus, the interaction is similar to an eWOM 

communication. More than 80 million businesses have created their brand pages on 

Facebook (Cooper, 2018), which makes Facebook the most popular social media marketing 

communication channel worldwide. Besides, since Facebook brand pages provide a natural 

setting where researchers can observe brand-consumer interactions in an unobtrusive way, 

much previous research has selected the Facebook brand pages as a research context (see 

Coursaris et al., 2016a; Cruz et al., 2017; Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; de Vries et al., 2012; 

Kim et al., 2015; Kwok & Yu, 2013; Lee et al., 2018; Lei, Pratt, & Wang, 2017; Luarn, 

Lin, & Chiu, 2015; Sabate, Berbegal-Mirabent, Cañabate, & Lebherz, 2014; Schultz, 2017; 

Swani et al., 2013; Swani & Milne, 2017; Swani et al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2017). 

Following previous research, in this paper, we conducted the field research in the context 

of the Facebook brand page as well.  

 

We employed the Facebook Graph API (i.e., application programming interface) to collect 

a sample of brand posts. Previous research on consumer engagement with brand posts on 
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social media has selected brands either using a purposefully sampling strategy (e.g., 

selecting specific industries or brands) (see Coursaris et al., 2016a; Cruz et al., 2017; 

Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; de Vries et al., 2012; Swani et al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2017) 

or following available brand ranking lists, such as the Fortune 500 (see Swani et al., 2013; 

Swani & Milne, 2017), the Forbes 100 World’s Most Valuable Brands (see Gretry, 2017), 

and the Interbrand 100 Best Global Brands (see Kim et al., 2015). In this paper, we created 

a brand list by combining the Forbes’s 100 World’s Most Valuable Brands in 2017 and the 

Interbrand’s 100 Best Global Brands in 2017 and use the brands from the new list for future 

analysis. We exclude the Fortune 500 list for two reasons. First, since the Fortune 500 list 

only ranks the US public companies, it cannot provide global coverage. Second, many 

companies in the Fortune 500 list are B2B companies, which might be passive in engaging 

with consumers on social media. In total, the new list includes 131 global brands. After 

excluding the brands that did not have a Facebook page, did not post any contents during 

our data collection periods, or did not post in English, we got 124 brands. We also excluded 

four media brands since their posts are mainly news. Finally, we got 120 brands, which 

represents 18 industries, such as automotive, technology, and luxury. For brands with 

multiple Facebook pages, only the official page with the most fans was selected for data 

collection. The complete list of the 120 brands and additional brand (and its page) 

information is shown in Appendix 1.  

 

Netvizz, a free application that extracts data from Facebook, was used to collect data 

(Rieder, 2013). We limited our data collection from 2017 and beyond to reduce the possible 

noise resulting from the platform changes made by Facebook. For each brand, we collected 
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the brand posts updated between June 1, 2017 and November 30, 2017. For brand pages 

that consumers are allowed to post on, only posts posted by brands were collected. Data 

collection was conducted on January 15, 2018, which is one and half months (at least) from 

the actual posting time, to filter out the possible change in consumer engagement after 

being recorded (Kim et al., 2015; Sabate et al., 2014; Wagner et al., 2017). In total, we got 

16,234 posts. Then we removed the automatically updated posts (e.g., brand xx updated 

their cover photo/profile picture, brand xx added a new photo/cover video, and brand xx 

shared yy’s post/video/photo), posts that are not in English, and posts without text messages 

and got 15,496 posts as our final dataset. 

 

2.4.2 Operationalization of Variables 

Independent variables 

Emotionality 

Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) was used to determine the use of positive and 

negative emotional words in brand posts. LIWC is a text analysis software that has been 

widely adopted in linguistic research. It can be used to determine the presence or absence 

of many types of style words such as affective psychological processes (e.g., positive 

emotion, negative emotion), perceptual processes (e.g., see, hear, and feel), and time 

orientations (e.g., past focus, present focus, and future focus) (Pennebaker, 2011). LIWC 

includes a dictionary of emotional words and can identify different types of emotions in 

the text. Based on the analysis of LIWC, we created two variables to respectively indicate 

the percentages of positive and negative emotional words in the brand posts. 
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Complexity 

At the linguistic level, complexity can be measured either through some basic linguistic 

features, such as, word counts, message line counts, percentage of long words (e.g., words 

with six or more characters) (Arguello et al., 2006; Jones et al., 2004; Lee et al., 2018), or 

via many readability indexes, such as Automated Readability Index (ARI; Senter & Smith, 

1967), Flesch Reading Ease Index (FRE; Flesch, 1948), Coleman-Liau Index (CLI; 

Coleman & Liau, 1975), FOG Index (FOG; Gunning, 1969), and Simple Measure of 

Gobbledygook Index (SMOG; Mc Laughlin, 1969). In this paper, we measured the 

complexity of brand posts using linguistic features for two reasons. First, the readability 

indexes were developed mainly within the context of long and more formal texts and, to 

the best of our knowledge, little research has tested their validity in measuring the 

readability of social media posts that are short and less formal. Second, the readability 

indexes overlooked the specific social media characteristics (e.g., use of #, use of @, etc.) 

that impact the complexity of the post. Based on previous research (see Arguello et al., 

2006; Gretry, 2017; Jones et al., 2004; Lee et al., 2018; Temnikova, Vieweg, & Castillo, 

2015; Venturi et al., 2015), we measured complexity in terms of five post features: 1) post 

length (total number of words per post); 2) average sentence length (average number of 

words per sentence); 3) percentage of long words (words that are six or more characters); 

4) percentage of hashtags; 5) percentage of at-mentions. 

 

Informality 

Little previous research has examined how to measure the informality of social media texts. 

However, previous research has summarized some linguistic and social media content 
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features of informal social media posts (Gretry et al., 2017; Mosquera & Moreda, 2012a; 

Mosquera & Moreda, 2012b; Peterson et al., 2011). In line with previous research, we 

selected four linguistic features that are common in brand social media posts, namely, 1) 

emojis (e.g., , , , and ), 2) contractions (e.g., “that’s”, “you’re”, and “we’re”), 3) 

informal punctuations (e.g., “…” and “!”), and 4) personal pronouns (e.g., we, us, you), 

and created four variables to correspondingly measure these features (see Table 2.1). 

 

Dependent variables 

Consumer Engagement 

We measured the consumer engagement with a brand post using the popular social media 

metrics, namely, the number of likes, shares, and comments the post received. Previous 

research either treated the liking, sharing, and commenting as three types of consumer 

engagement and measured and analyzed them respectively (see de Vries et al., 2012; Kim 

et al., 2015; Lee et al., 2018; Lei et al., 2017; Luarn et al., 2015; Sabate et al., 2014; Schultz, 

2017; Swani & Milne, 2017; Swani et al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2017) or created a new 

variable to measure consumer engagement by combining the number of likes, shares, and 

comments together (see Coursaris et al., 2016a; Cruz et al., 2017; Kwok & Yu, 2013). In 

this paper, we treated the liking, sharing, and commenting respectively for two reasons. 

First, previous research has shown that antecedents of liking, sharing, and commenting 

might be different, thus, it is necessary to treat and examine them as different types of 

consumer engagement (de Vries et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2015; Lei et al., 2017; Wagner et 

al., 2017). Second, the findings can be more insightful if we analyze the liking, sharing, 

and commenting respectively. Since we collected our data one and a half month (at least) 
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later than the actual posting date, our data should represent the final value of consumer 

engagement. While different brand pages have different numbers of followers and posts 

updated by brands with more followers might generate more consumer engagement than 

those with fewer followers, we controlled for the impact of follower size by using the 

relative rather than the absolute number of likes, shares, and comments. We created three 

variables to correspondingly measure likes, shares, and comments.  

 

Control variables 

The control variables include industry, posting time (i.e., weekend vs. weekday), and post 

media type. We selected these variables based on the findings of previous research. First, 

in line with previous research, we controlled for the industry since consumer tend to be 

more engaging with brands in some industries than those in others (de Vries et al., 2012; 

Schultz, 2017). Second, we controlled for the posting time. Previous research has shown 

that Facebook users are more active during the weekday than weekend (Golder, Wilkinson, 

& Huberman, 2007; Wagner et al., 2017). Therefore, consumers might be more engaged 

with brand posts on weekday than weekend. Recent research has shown some controversial 

results regarding the impact of posting time on consumer engagement with brand posts, 

that is, some found such impact (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; Wagner et al., 2017) while 

others did not (Sabate et al., 2014; Schultz, 2017). To rule out the potential confounding 

effects, in this paper, we controlled for the posting time by creating a dummy variable to 

indicate whether a post was updated during weekday or weekend. Third, we controlled for 

the post type (i.e., status, link, photo, video, and event) since different post types generate 

different levels of media richness and interactivity, which, in turn, can influence the 
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consumer engagement with brand posts (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; de Vries et al., 2012; 

Lei et al., 2017; Luarn et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2015; Kwok & Yu, 2013; Schultz, 2017). 

Table 2.1 shows the variables, their operationalization, and data sources.  

 

Table 2.1 Variable, Operationalization, and Data Source 

Variable Notation Operationalization 

Variable 

Type 

Data 

Source 

Dependent Variables    

Consumer Engagement    

Like LIKE Number of likes received, divided 

by the number of followers of the 

corresponding brand, multiplied by 

10,000 

Continuous Facebook 

Share SHARE Number of shares received, divided 

by the number of followers of the 

corresponding brand, multiplied by 

10,000 

Continuous Facebook 

Comment COMMENT Number of comments received, 

divided by the number of followers 

of the corresponding brand, 

multiplied by 10,000 

Continuous Facebook 

Independent 

Variables 

    

Emotionality    

Positive Emotion 

Words 

EMOT1 Number of positive emotional 

words divided by post length. 

Continuous LIWC 
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Negative Emotion 

Words 

EMOT2 Number of negative emotional 

words divided by post length. 

Continuous LIWC 

Complexity    

Post length COMP1 Total number of words. Continuous LIWC 

Average sentence 

length 

COMP2 Average number of words per 

sentence. 

Continuous LIWC 

Long words COMP3 Number of words with 6 or more 

characters divided by post length. 

Continuous LIWC 

Hashtag COMP4 Number of hashtags divided by post 

length. 

Continuous Computed 

At-mention COMP5 Number of at-mentions divided by 

post length. 

Continuous Computed 

Informality    

Emojis INFO1 Number of emojis divided by post 

length. 

Continuous Computed 

Contractions INFO2 Number of contractions, e.g., 

“that’s”, “you’re”, divided by post 

length. 

Continuous Computed 

Informal 

punctuations 

INFO3 Number of informal punctuations, 

i.e., “…”, “!”,divided by post 

length. 

Continuous Computed 

Personal pronouns INFO4 Number of personal pronouns, e.g., 

“we”, “you”, divided by post 

length. 

Continuous LIWC 

Control Variables 

Posting time TIME Post updated on weekday or 

weekend. 

Dummy Facebook 
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Post type     

Status (Referent) Status-type post. Dummy Facebook 

Link TYPE1 Link-type post.  Dummy Facebook 

Photo TYPE2 Photo-type post. Dummy Facebook 

Video TYPE3 Video-type post. Dummy Facebook 

Event TYPE4 Event-type post. Dummy Facebook 

Industry     

 INDUSTRY1 Aerospace    

 INDUSTRY2 Alcohol Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY3 Apparel Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY4 Automotive Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY5 Beverages Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY6 Business Services Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY7 Consumer Packaged Goods Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY8 Diversified Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY9 Financial Services Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY10 Heavy Equipment Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY11 Leisure Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY12 Luxury Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY13 Oil & Gas Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY14 Restaurants Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY15 Retail Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY16 Technology Dummy Forbes 

 INDUSTRY17 Telecom Dummy Forbes 

 (Referent) Transportation Dummy Forbes 
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Table 2.2 Descriptive Statistics 

Variable Notation Mean SD Minimum Maximum 

Dependent Variables 

Consumer Engagement     

Like LIKE 6.97 83.70 0 5356.14 

Share SHARE .61 4.58 0 291.12 

Comment COMMENT .16 .84 0 42.81 

Independent Variables 

Emotionality     

Positive Emotion Words EMOT1 .04 .05 0 .50 

Negative Emotion Words EMOT2 .01 .02 0 .67 

Complexity     

Post length COMP1 28.11 21.68 1 381 

Average sentence length COMP2 12.13 6.64 1 61 

Long words COMP3 .23 .11 0 1 

Hashtag COMP4 .04 .07 0 1 

At-mention COMP5 .00 .01 0 .33 

Informality     

Emojis INFO1 .01 .14 0 10 

Contractions INFO2 .02 .03 0 .50 

Informal punctuations INFO3 .01 .03 0 1.50 

Personal pronouns INFO4 .04 .05 0 .50 

Control Variables 

Posting time TIME .18 .38 0 1 

Post media type      

Status (Referent) .01 .08 0 1 

Link TYPE1 .17 .37 0 1 
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Photo TYPE2 .45 .50 0 1 

Video TYPE3 .38 .50 0 1 

Event TYPE4 .00 .04 0 1 

 

2.4.3 Data Analysis 

Model Specification 

Before presenting the model, we address some pertinent issues. First, because the three 

dependent variables (i.e., like, share, comment) are highly skewed, we used their naturally 

logarithmic transformations, i.e., Ln(like+1), Ln(share+1), and Ln(comment+1), in the 

following data analyses, which is consistent with previous research (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 

2013; de Vries et al., 2012; Gretry et al., 2017; Schultz, 2017). Here, we add 1 to avoid 

taking logs of 0. Second, because brand posts were nested within brands, we conducted 

examinations to determine whether to include a hierarchical structure in the regression 

analyses. Specifically, we conducted the regressions with and without the hierarchical 

structure and compared the results. The results revealed that including hierarchical 

structure in the regressions can significantly improve the fit of our model of like (-2LLwithout 

hierarchical structure = 41556.37, -2LLwith hierarchical structure = 34248.67, χ2
change = 7307.7, dfchange = 

1, p < .001), model of share (-2LLwithout hierarchical structure = 17037.70, -2LLwith hierarchical structure 

= 13935.26, χ2
change = 3102.44, dfchange = 1, p < .001), and model of comment (-2LLwithout 

hierarchical structure = -1740.67, -2LLwith hierarchical structure = -3437.52, χ2
change = 1696.85, dfchange = 

1, p < .001). Moreover, the intra-class correlation (ICC) measures indicate that 46%, 27%, 

and 19% of the total variances in the number of likes, shares, and comments, respectively, 

was accounted for by differences between brands (ICClike = .46; ICCshare =  .27; ICCcomment 
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= .19; Hayes, 2006). These results affirmed the need to include the hierarchical structure 

in the regressions (Hayes, 2006; Kenny & Judd, 1986). Thus, following Hayes’s (2006) 

recommendations, we conducted the data analyses by running the regressions with the 

hierarchical structure using group-mean centered predictors. The statistical models for the 

brand post i by brand j (using number of likes as an example) are: 

 

Post Level 1: 

(1)  Ln(LIKEij+1) = β
0j

 + ∑ β
fj
EMOTfij_GMC + ∑ β(g+2)j

COMPgij_GMC + 5
g=1

2
f=1

∑ β(h+7)j
INFOhij_GMC +4

h=1 β
12j

TIMEij + ∑ β
(m+12)j

TYPEmij + 4
m=1

∑ β
(n+16)j

INDUSTRYnij + εij
17
n=1   

 

Brand Level 2: 

(2)  β
0j

 = γ
00

 + ∑ γ
0f

EMOTfj
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅2

f=1  + ∑ γ
0(g+2)COMPgj

̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅5
g=1  + ∑ γ

0(h+7)INFOhj
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅4

h=1  + μ
0j

  

(3)  β
fj

 = γ
f0

, with f ranging from 1 to 2  

(4)  β
(g+2)j

 = γ
(g+2)0

, with g ranging from 1 to 5  

(5)  β
(h+7)j

 = γ
(h+7)0

, with h ranging from 1 to 4  

(6)  β
12j

 = γ
120

  

(7)  β
(m+12)j

 = γ
(m+12)0

, with m ranging from 1 to 4  

(8)  β
(n+16)j

 = γ
(n+16)0

, with n ranging from 1 to 17  

 

Then, the final model can be written as follows: 
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(9)  Ln(LIKEij+1) = γ
00

 + ∑ γ
0f

EMOTfj
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅2

f=1  + ∑ γ
0(g+2)COMPgj

̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅5
g=1  + 

∑ γ
0(h+7)INFOhj

̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅4
h=1  + ∑ γ

f0
EMOTfij_GMC + 2

f=1

∑ γ(g+2)0
COMPgij_GMC + 5

g=1

∑ γ(h+7)0
INFOhij_GMC +4

h=1 γ
120

TIMEij + ∑ γ
(m+12)0

TYPEmij + 4
m=1

∑ γ
(n+16)0

INDUSTRYnij + εij+ μ
0j

17
n=1   

where 

Ln(LIKE+1): logarithm transformation of the variable Like 

EMOTf_GMC: group-mean centered measure of the fth emotionality variable  

COMPg_GMC: group-mean centered measure of the gth complexity variable 

INFOhij_GMC: group-mean centered measure of the hth informality variable 

TIME: posting time variable 

TYPEm: dummy variable of the post type  

INDUSTRYn: dummy variable of industry 

f: number of emotionality variables 

g: number of complexity variables 

h: number of informality variables 

γ
00

: brand-level intercepts 

γ: parameters to be estimated 

εij: random error at the tweet level 

μ
0j

: random error at the brand level 
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Model Results 

The estimation results are presented in Table 2.3. We can see from Table 2.3 that many 

brand posts’ linguistic characteristics significantly impact consumer engagement, but the 

effects vary regarding the three types of consumer engagement (i.e., like, share, comment). 

Since our focus of analysis is on the within-group effects of brand linguistic styles, in the 

following section, we will primarily discuss the findings at the post level.  

 

Emotionality 

In terms of emotionality, the results revealed that the emotionality of brand posts is 

significantly related to the number of likes. Specifically, in support of H1a, using positive 

emotional words significantly increases the number of likes (γ
Like, EMOT1_GMC

 = .26, p 

< .05). However, different from our expectation, using negative emotional words 

significantly decreases the number of likes (γ
Like, EMOT2_GMC

 = -1.13, p < .001), thus, not 

supporting H1b. Our results indicated that consumers are influenced by the emotionality 

of brand posts, thus, showed that the emotional contagion effect exists in the non-

concurrent F2C communications. Previous research has found that the emotional message 

can trigger more engagement (Bayer, Sommer, & Schacht, 2012; Kissler, Herbert, Peyk, 

& Junghofer, 2007; Smith & Petty, 1996; Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013). Built upon 

previous research, our results revealed that positive and negative emotional words have 

contrary effects on consumer engagement, indicating a need for further examination of the 

effects of positive and negative emotions on consumer engagement. The results did not 

reveal any significant relationships between the emotionality and the number of shares 
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( γ
Share, EMOT1_GMC

 = -.01, p > .10; γ
Share, EMOT2_GMC

 = -.04, p > .10) or comments 

(γ
Comment, EMOT1_GMC

 = -.02, p > .10; γ
Comment, EMOT2_GMC

 = -.10, p > .10). One possible 

explanation is that, compared to liking, sharing and commenting are more cognitive-loaded 

activities that require the high level of involvement; thus, they need stronger stimuli than 

emotionality of brand posts to be triggered.  

 

Complexity 

In terms of complexity, the results revealed that the post length (γ
Like, COMP1_GMC

 = -.00, p 

< .01), the average sentence length ( γ
Like, COMP2_GMC

 = -.01, p < .001), the hashtags 

(γ
Like, COMP4_GMC

 = -.50, p < .001), and the at-mentions (γ
Like, COMP5_GMC

 = -.2.27, p < .001) 

significantly and negatively impact the number of likes. The effect of long words on the 

number of likes is not significant (γ
Like, COMP3_GMC

 = -.03, p > .10). The results also showed 

that the average sentence length significantly and negatively impact the number of shares 

(γ
Share, COMP2_GMC

 = -.00, p < .001) and comments (γ
Comment, COMP2_GMC

 = -.00, p < .001), 

and the hashtags significantly and negatively impact the number of comments 

(γ
Comment, COMP4_GMC

 = -.08, p < .05). The effects of other complexity variables on other 

consumer engagement measures are not significant (all p > .10). Our analysis revealed that 

the complexity (i.e., at least one complexity variable) of brand posts negatively impacts 

consumer engagement measures (i.e., like, share, or comment). Thus, H2 was supported.  

 

Table 2.3 Effects of Brand Post Linguistic Styles on Consumer Engagement 
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Variables 

Like Share Comment 

γ SE γ SE γ SE 

Intercept .65 .76 .31 .27 .32* .14 

Post-level effects       

Emotionality       

EMOT1_GMC (Positive Emotion 

Words) 

.26* .12 -.01 .06 -.02 .04 

EMOT2_GMC (Negative Emotion 

Words) 

-1.13*** .30 -.04 .16 -.10 .09 

Complexity       

COMP1_GMC (Post length) -.00** .00 -.00 .00 .00 .00 

COMP2_GMC (Average sentence 

length) 

-.01*** .00 -.00*** .00 -.00*** .00 

COMP3_GMC (Long words) -.03 .06 -.02 .03 -.02 .02 

COMP4_GMC (Hashtag) -.50*** .12 -.10 .06 -.08* .04 

COMP5_GMC (At-mention) -2.27*** .68 -.57 .35 -.26 .20 

Informality       

INFO1_GMC (Emojis) .07 .04 .02 .02 .01 .01 

INFO2_GMC (Contractions) -.19 .18 .06 .09 -.10 .05 

INFO3_GMC (Informal punctuations) -.18 .19 -.16 .10 .12* .06 

INFO4_GMC (Personal pronouns) -.24 .13 -.16* .07 .03 .04 

Control variables       

TIME (Posting time) -.04** .02 -.02* .01 -.01* .00 

TYPE1 (Link) .01 .08 .04 .04 -.04 .02 

TYPE2 (Photo) .24** .08 .08 .04 -.01 .02 

TYPE3 (Video) .19* .08 .20*** .04 .02 .02 

TYPE4 (Event) -.10 .17 .01 .09 -.04 .05 
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Brand-level effects       

Emotionality       

EMOT1
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  (Positive Emotion Words) -1.80 4.01 -.79 1.45 -.36 .73 

EMOT2
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  (Negative Emotion Words) 47.22** 15.25 10.49 5.46 1.34 2.74 

Complexity       

COMP1
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  (Post length) .00 .01 -.00 .00 -.00 .00 

COMP2
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  (Average sentence length) .02 .03 .01 .01 .00 .00 

COMP3
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  (Long words) 3.50 2.39 .73 .85 .04 .43 

COMP4
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  (Hashtag) .79 2.33 -.72 .83 -.53 .41 

COMP5
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  (At-mention) -37.90 20.71 -8.80 7.63 -1.55 3.88 

Informality       

INFO1
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  (Emojis) 1.28 2.76 .51 .97 .56 .48 

INFO2
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  (Contractions) -4.21 6.28 -2.43 2.33 .17 1.19 

INFO3
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  (Informal punctuations) -10.01 6.94 -1.13 2.49 -.57 1.25 

INFO4
̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅ ̅̅  (Personal pronouns) -9.98* 4.26 -2.91 1.54 -1.18 .78 

Fixed effects       

INDUSTRY1 (Aerospace) 1.57* .69 1.09*** .24 .33** .12 

INDUSTRY2 (Alcohol) -.40 .48 -.24 .17 -.16 .08 

INDUSTRY3 (Apparel) .06 .61 .07 .22 -.10 .11 

INDUSTRY4 (Automotive) -.28 .40 -.20 .14 -.10 .07 

INDUSTRY5 (Beverages) -1.14* .51 -.52** .19 -.24* .10 

INDUSTRY6 (Business Services) .56 .70 .10 .24 -.14 .12 

INDUSTRY7 (Consumer Packaged 

Goods) 

-.47 .41 -.24 .14 -.16* .07 

INDUSTRY8 (Diversified) -.63 .45 -.33* .16 -.18* .08 

INDUSTRY9 (Financial Services) -.36 .41 -.25 .14 -.12 .07 
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INDUSTRY10 (Heavy Equipment) .94 .63 -.19 .22 -.06 .11 

INDUSTRY11 (Leisure) -.79 .56 -.41* .19 -.19* .10 

INDUSTRY12 (Luxury) -.36 .43 -.34* .15 -.16* .08 

INDUSTRY13 (Oil & Gas) -.07 .68 -.22 .24 -.13 .12 

INDUSTRY14 (Restaurants) -.40 .46 -.17 .16 -.07 .08 

INDUSTRY15 (Retail) -.30 .41 -.26 .14 -.11 .07 

INDUSTRY16 (Technology) -.84* .39 -.39** .14 -.20** .07 

INDUSTRY17 (Telecom) -.58 .49 -.32 .17 -.07 .09 

*: p < 0.05 

**: p < 0.01 

***: p < 0.001 

      

 

Informality 

In terms of informality, the results revealed mixed effects. Specifically, the use of personal 

pronouns negatively influences the number of shares (γ
Share, INFO4_GMC

 = -.16, p < .05), 

while the use of informal punctuations positively influences the number of comments 

(γ
Comment, INFO3_GMC

 = -.12, p < .05). No significant relationship was found between the 

informality variables and the number of likes. Thus, H3 was partially supported. Our 

analysis revealed that the informality of brand posts seems to only loosely influence 

consumer engagement. One possible explanation is that our data was collected from real 

social media settings where consumers might already be familiar with and get used to the 

informal conversational style in these circumstances. Thus, adopting informal style in 

brand posts can no long significantly influence consumers’ engagement behavior.   
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Control variables 

In our analyses, we controlled for the effects of several variables. First, posting time 

(weekday vs. weekend) might influence consumer engagement. Our results showed that 

brand posts updating during weekday tend to receive higher number of like (γ
Like, TIME 

 = 

-.04, p < .01), shares (γ
Share, TIME 

 = -.02, p < .05), and comments (γ
Comment, TIME 

 = -.01, p 

< .05) than posts updating during weekend. Second, we controlled for the effect of the post 

type. Our results showed that, compared to the status type of posts, the photo type of posts 

receive significantly higher number of likes (γ
Like, TYPE2 

 = .24, p < .01) and the video type 

of posts receive significantly higher number of likes (γ
Like, TYPE3 

 = .19, p < .05) and shares 

(γ
Share, TYPE3 

 = .20, p < .001). Third, we controlled for the effects of industries. The 

industry-fixed effects showed that aerospace industry positively influences consumer 

engagement, while the beverages, consumer packaged goods, diversified, leisure, luxury, 

and technology industries negatively influence consumer engagement.  

 

2.5 Discussion 

This research examines how to enhance consumer engagement with brand posts on social 

media from a linguistic perspective. Specifically, it investigates the impacts of message 

linguistic styles (i.e., emotionality, complexity, and informality) on consumer engagement 

with brand posts on social media. The findings revealed that the brand posts’ linguistic 

characteristics significantly impact consumer engagement, but the effects vary regarding 

the three types of consumer engagement (i.e., like, share, comment). Table 2.4 shows the 

summary of hypotheses testing results.  
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Table 2.4 Summary of Hypotheses Testing Results 

Hypothesis Expected 

Results 

Like Share Comment 

Emotionality (+) Partially Supported Not Supported Not Supported 

Positive Emotion Words (+) (+)   

Negative Emotion Words (+) (–)   

Complexity (–) Supported Supported Supported 

Post length (–) (–)   

Average sentence length (–) (–) (–) (–) 

Long words (–)    

Hashtag (–) (–)  (–) 

At-mention (–) (–)   

Informality (+) Not Supported Not Supported Supported 

Emojis (+)    

Contractions (+)    

Informal punctuations (+)   (+) 

Personal pronouns (+)  (–)  

 

Specifically, the results of this paper showed that brand posts’ linguistic characteristics 

seem to have more impacts on the number of likes than shares and comments. One possible 

explanation is that, compared to share and comment, like is a relatively low-involving 

engagement behavior (Coursaris et al., 2016a; de Vries et al., 2017; Hwong et al., 2017). 

While brand posts’ linguistic characteristics can impact all of the three engagement 

behaviors, their effects are not great enough to largely change consumers’ engagement 

behaviors (i.e., share, comment) that require the high level of involvement. Consistent with 
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previous research (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; de Vries et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2015; 

Luarn et al., 2015; Wagner et al., 2017), these findings confirmed that like, share and 

comment are three different consumer engagement behaviors and need to be studied 

individually. The findings of this research have many implications. 

 

2.5.1 Implications 

Theoretical implications 

This research is among a small set of research that examines consumer engagement with 

brand posts on social media. It addresses recent calls for research on effective brand social 

media content strategies (Kumar, 2015; López et al., 2017; Marketing Science Institute, 

2018) and brand linguistics (Carnevale et al., 2017) simultaneously. Different from 

previous research on consumer engagement with brand posts on social media, where the 

post characteristics such as content type, media type, and posting timing, were mainly 

examined, this paper adopts a theory-driven method to systematically investigate the 

effects of linguistic styles on consumer engagement with brand posts on social media.  

 

This research extends the CAT in two ways. First, it extends the theoretical generalizability 

by applying the theory to a brand-to-consumer communication occurring in the social 

media context. While previous literature has shown that the positive effects of 

communication accommodation exist in both brand-to-consumer communication and 

CMC contexts, few have examined if these effects exist in the brand-to-consumer 

communication that occurs through CMC. In this paper, we investigated the applicability 

of CAT in a context of brand-to-consumer communications through social media. Second, 
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due to the massive proliferation of social media, the audience of one brand is usually at 

millions and all over the world. While, currently, it is almost impossible for a brand to 

accommodate its language to each consumer, accommodating its language to the context 

where the communication occurs become an alternative feasible and seemly-efficient way. 

However, little research has examined the effectiveness of such communication strategy. 

This paper investigated this strategy and tested if accommodating one’s language to the 

context where communication occurs has similar effects as accommodating the language 

to the interlocutor.  

 

Managerial implications 

Social media has become one of the most important communication channels for marketers 

nowadays. According to Statista (2018c), the social media advertising spending only in the 

U.S. is 19.3 billion (US$) in 2018. While consumer engagement is the most important and 

prevalent matrix to evaluate social media marketing, marketing practitioners are struggling 

with effective content strategies. Although research has explored how to enhance consumer 

engagement with brand posts on social media by using specific characteristics, such as 

content type, media type, etc., the findings from these research are relatively superficial 

and have not provided any guidelines on how to carefully organize the language for the 

brand posts. Based on the concept that language matters, this research takes a step further 

and investigates the role of linguistic style in this context and provides a more meaningful 

guideline for social media marketing practitioners. Our findings show that social media 

marketers need to carefully consider the linguistic styles of their brand posts and, to 

enhance consumer engagement, some linguistic styles need to be incorporated while others 
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avoided. For example, social media marketers could use more positively emotional words 

and less complex expressions to enhance consumer engagement. Furthermore, the results 

of this research also provide social media marketers with practical guidelines on how to 

manipulate specific language styles of brand posts through using basic linguistic features 

(e.g., post length, long words, pronouns, etc.) and social media content features (e.g., 

hashtags, at-mentions, emoji, etc.). For example, social media marketers could manipulate 

the informality of brand posts by purposefully incorporating emojis, contractions, informal 

punctuations, and personal pronouns, and the complexity of brand posts by designing the 

post length, the average sentence length, and so on.  

 

2.5.2 Limitations and Future Research 

This research is not without limitations. First, in this paper, we focused on the impacts of 

linguistic styles on consumer engagement with brand posts without investigating why 

consumers respond differently to different linguistics styles or how different consumers 

react differently to the same linguistic style. Employing a stimulus-organism-response (S-

O-R) model (Mehrabian & Russell, 1974), future research could explore the underlying 

process by examining the organisms between different stimulus (e.g., different linguistic 

styles) and corresponding responses (e.g., consumer engagement, such as like, comment, 

and share) as well as how the underlying process varies with different consumers. Second, 

although, according to previous conceptual research on consumer engagement with brand 

social media contents, there are three types of engagement behaviors, namely, consuming 

(i.e., consuming brand content without interacting with brand), contributing (i.e., like, 

comment on, or share brand contents), and creating (i.e., posting brand-related content by 
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oneself) (Muntinga, Moorman, & Smit, 2011), in this paper, we only investigated consumer 

engagement in terms of consumers’ contributing behaviors. We made this decision because, 

on the one hand, only consumer contributing behavior data are available on Facebook, and 

on the other hand, consumers’ contributing engagement is both the main objectives and the 

most common metrics of current social media marketing (Lee et al., 2018). Future research 

could explore how consumers’ consuming and creating engagement behaviors are affected 

by the linguistic style of brand posts through other research methods, such as survey and 

experiment. Third, our research was conducted in the context of Facebook brand pages, 

where brand posts, although often including images and videos, are usually centered in the 

text contents. In this case, it is not surprising that linguistic style can play a significant role 

in influencing consumers’ engagement. However, in other social media platforms where 

the text is not at the heart of brand posts, such as Instagram (where brand posts are usually 

centered in photos) and YouTube (where brand posts are usually centered in videos), it 

would be worth exploring whether the linguistic style still influences consumer 

engagement. For example, future research could test the findings of this paper by 

employing the big data analytics method and investigate whether the communicative 

effects of linguistic styles of brand posts exist on other social media platforms and how 

these effects vary across these platforms. 
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3 Essay Two: Watch Your Tone: The Interactive Effects of Consumer 

Comment Valence and Brand Response Language Style on 

Consumer Engagement 

 

3.1 Introduction 

With its massive proliferation, social media has become an integral part of the marketing 

communication mix and changed the way that brands and consumers interact with each 

other (Chu & Kim, 2011; Constantinides & Fountain, 2008; Dolan et al., 2016; Kozinets 

et al., 2008; Merz et al., 2009). Nowadays, one of the primary tasks for social media 

marketers is to enhance consumer engagement with brand on social media, as it can 

enhance brand awareness, preference, and consideration (Coursaris et al., 2016b; Cruz et 

al., 2017; de Vries et al., 2017; Hutter et al., 2013), brand equity (Coursaris et al., 2016b; 

Wagner et al., 2017), brand trust (Habibi, Laroche, & Richard, 2014), brand loyalty (Jahn 

& Kunz, 2012; So, King, Sparks, & Wang, 2016), as well as brand performance (Chung et 

al., 2014; Colicev et al., 2016; de Vries et al., 2017; Kumar et al., 2016; Pansari & Kumar, 

2017). Firm engagement1 is a critical antecedent of consumer engagement with brands on 

social media (Barger, Peltier, & Schultz, 2016; Labrecque, 2014; Schamari & Schaefers, 

2015). According to previous research, firm engagement could be passive or active 

                                                 

1 Note: “brand engagement” is not used here because previous literature used “brand engagement” and 

“consumer engagement” interchangeably. Here, we follow Barger et al. (2016) and use “firm engagement” 

to refer brands’ engagement with consumers. 
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(Dholakia, Blazevic, Wiertz, & Algesheimer, 2009). Passive firm engagement is more of a 

push communication mode where brands post contents on social media without 

participating in the follow-up conversations initiated by consumers, while active firm 

engagement is a communication mode that brands engage with consumers by ‘liking’, 

‘responding to’, and ‘sharing’ their comments on brands within the social networking sites. 

Previous research has indicated that to enhance consumer engagement is more than merely 

pushing brand contents to consumers and hoping them to engage with brand-related 

contents (Schultz & Peltier, 2013). In this process, active firm engagement interplays with 

consumer engagement; that is, active firm engagement and consumer engagement nurture 

each other (Barger et al., 2016). In fact, brands that are successful on social media have 

realized the importance of active firm engagement. According to a recent analysis of 

twenty largest brands on Twitter, only about 7% of brand-created messages are broadcast 

to all followers, while about 93% of messages are interactions with individual consumers 

(Spredfast, 2016). Interacting with consumers through active firm engagement is becoming 

the new norm for social media marketers.  

 

Among the various types of active firm engagement, responding to consumer comments is 

the one that is mainly practiced by brands that are successful in social media and mostly 

expected by consumers. It has been reported that about 60% of consumers anticipate brands 

to respond to their comments on social media (Mickens, 2012), and, while looking for 

services, 84% of consumers expect brands to respond their comments within 24 hours after 

them posting on social media (Hutchinson, 2017). Previous research has shown that 

responding to consumer comments can enhance consumer engagement with brands on 
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social media because it creates actual brand-consumer interactions that are preferred by 

consumers (Culnan, McHugh, & Zubillaga, 2010; Labrecque, 2014). When brands respond 

to consumer comments, consumers perceive brands as more interactive and experience a 

feeling of parasocial interaction, which, in turn, increase their willingness to engage with 

brands (Labrecque, 2014). Unlike brand-consumer interactions in the offline world where 

messages can be conveyed through verbal (e.g., language), para-verbal (e.g., voice), and 

non-verbal (e.g., gesture) cues, brand responses on social media mostly happen through 

verbal cues (Jakic et al., 2017; Kurtzberg et al., 2009; Walther, 2012). Wherever brand-

consumer communications occur within social media, language acts as the central medium; 

thus, the language style of brand response may affect consumers’ perception, which, in 

turn, influences the consumers’ intention for future engagement (Cruz et al., 2017). 

Nowadays, it is common that brands employ informal language style on social media, with 

the belief that the informality could create a conversational human voice and foster their 

relationships with consumers (Beukeboom et al., 2015). However, no evidence has shown 

that an informal language style is optimal for communicating with consumers in all 

situations (Gretry et al., 2017). On the contrary, recent research has demonstrated that in 

some situations, adopting an informal language style could even hurt brands’ relationships 

with consumers (Barcelos, Dantas, & Sénécal, 2018; Gretry et al., 2017). Given to this, 

surprisingly few research efforts have been made to investigate how (i.e., regarding 

language style) brands should respond to consumer comments in different situations and 

how the interplay between brand language style and situation factors influence consumers’ 

evaluation of brands and thus their engagement intentions.  
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This paper aims to examine the impacts of brand response language style on consumers’ 

evaluation of the brand and their intention for future engagement with the brand. 

Specifically, drawing on the language expectancy theory (LET) (Burgoon, 1993; Burgoon 

& Miller, 1985), this paper examines which language style (i.e., formal vs. informal) should 

brands adopt in responding to consumer comments with different valences (i.e., positive 

vs. negative) to improve consumers’ perception of brand and, in turn, enhance their 

intention to engage with brands in future. In this paper, we propose that brands should treat 

positive and negative consumer comments as two scenarios and use different language 

styles in responding to them. This paper has many implications. First, this paper addresses 

the recent call for research on brand linguistics (Carnevale et al., 2017) by investigating 

how brands could enhance consumer engagement on social media through adjusting their 

response language style in accordance with consumer comment valences. The findings of 

this paper also provide social media marketers with some practical guidelines on language 

style choice when responding to consumer comments. Second, the results of this paper are 

also meaningful to research on online consumer complaint (or negative word of mouth, i.e., 

negative WOM) management. Considering that consumers are increasingly using social 

media to convey their negative experiences with brands and the negative impacts of eWOM 

on consumer decision making, it is crucial for brands to develop effective communication 

mechanisms to manage online consumer complaint (Chang et al., 2015; Einwiller & Steilen, 

2015; Istanbulluoglu, 2017). From the perspective of language style, this paper addresses 

the issue by investigating the impacts of brand response language style on brand-consumer 

relationships and provides some insights on effective communication mechanisms of 

online consumer complaint management. Finally, yet importantly, this paper extends the 
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application of the LET into a new context of brand-consumer interaction on social media. 

Furthermore, while previous research that drew on the LET investigated specific message 

features (e.g., language intensity) (Averbeck & Miller, 2014), this paper examines the 

effects of language formality through the lens of LET. 

 

3.2 Theoretical Foundation 

3.2.1  Language Expectancy Theory 

The language expectancy theory (LET) is a message-centered theory of persuasion 

(Burgoon, 1995). It explains how language style and expectations interact to influence the 

message persuasiveness (Burgoon, Denning, & Roberts, 2002). According to the LET, 

language is a rule-governed system (Burgoon et al., 2002). People develop expectations 

concerning appropriate language style employed by others in given situations from inter-

personal, social, and cultural norms (Parhankangas & Renko, 2017). During the 

communication, the message sender can use language that might positively or negatively 

violate the expectation of message receivers. Positive expectancy violations occur “a) when 

the enacted behavior is better or more preferred than that which was expected in the 

situation and b) when negatively evaluated sources conform more closely than expected to 

cultural values, societal norms, or situational exigencies.” (Burgoon et al., 2002, p. 121) 

When positive violations of expectation occur, the persuasive effectiveness of the message 

will be facilitated, and message receivers will change their attitude and behavior in the 

direction advocated by the message sender (Burgoon, 1989, 1990). For example, drawing 

on the LET, Averbeck & Miller (2014) found that, when designing messages regarding 

disease control, simple language is not always persuasive; instead, positively violating the 
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expectation by increasing the language complexity can increase the message 

persuasiveness to receivers who are cognitively complex. Negative expectancy violations 

result from “language choices or the selection of message strategies that lie outside the 

bandwidth of socially acceptable behavior in a negative direction.” (Burgoon et al., 2002, 

p. 121) When negative violations of expectation occur, the persuasive effectiveness of the 

message will be inhibited, and message receivers will maintain their attitude and behavior 

or even change them in opposition to the direction desired by the message sender (Burgoon, 

1989, 1990). For example, when low-credible communicators, who are presumed to be 

expected to use less aggressive language, use aggressive language in their persuasive 

messages, the message persuasiveness will be inhibited (Burgoon, 1975).  

 

To sum up, the message persuasiveness, usually reflected by receivers’ attitude or behavior 

change, is a function of message language style and the receivers’ expectation. Specifically, 

the message persuasiveness will be enhanced (inhibited) when message senders use 

language style that positively (negatively) violates receivers’ expectation. Since its infancy, 

the LET has been applied to address many research issues, such as health communication 

(Averbeck & Miller, 2014; Buller, Borland, & Burgoon, 1998), political campaign 

(Clementson, Pascual-Ferrá, & Beatty, 2016), eWOM (Jensen, Averbeck, Zhang, & 

Wright, 2013), crowdfunding (Parhankangas & Renko, 2017), and advertising (Baek, 

Yoon, & Kim, 2015; Kronrod, Grinstein, & Wathieu, 2012a; Kronrod, Grinstein, & 

Wathieu, 2012b), and to examine many language variables, such as language intensity 

(Buller et al., 1998; Clementson et al., 2016), verbal aggression (Burgoon, 1989, 1990), 

controlling language (Averbeck, 2015), language assertiveness (Baek et al., 2015; Kronrod 
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et al., 2012a; Kronrod et al., 2012b; Parhankangas & Renko, 2017) and language 

complexity (Averbeck & Miller, 2014; Jensen et al., 2013).  

 

In this paper, we applied the LET in a new context, i.e., brand-consumer communication 

on social media, and use it to examine a relatively understudied language feature, i.e., 

language informality. The LET is applicable here for three reasons. First, brand-consumer 

communication on social media relies heavily on messages, and technical features of social 

media determine that the verbal cues (i.e., language) serve as the primary medium of these 

messages (Carnevale et al., 2017; Jakic et al., 2017; Walther, 2012). The LET, a message-

centered theory that examines the interplay between language style and expectation, fits 

well with our research context and object. Second, although previous research has mainly 

applied the LET within the context of interpersonal communication and focused on specific 

language features, the LET per se is open to different contexts and language features 

(Averbeck & Miller, 2014; Jensen et al., 2013). In fact, there has been a call that more 

language features affecting message persuasiveness should be examined and the contexts 

where the language features have been examined should be broadened (Burgoon, 1995; 

Burgoon et al., 2002). Thus, the LET can be used to examine a new language feature in a 

new context. Third, previous research has applied the LET in the context of brand-

consumer communication to investigate the persuasiveness of advertising (Baek et al., 

2015; Hendriks, van Meurs, & van der Meij, 2015; Kronrod et al., 2012a, Kronrod et al., 

2012b), as well as in the context of computer-mediated communication to examine the 

persuasiveness of eWOM (Folse, Porter III, Godbole, & Reynolds, 2016; Hong & Li, 2017; 
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Jensen et al., 2013; Wu, Shen, Fan, & Mattila, 2017). Therefore, it is appropriate to apply 

the LET in this paper.  

 

One challenge of applying the LET within different contexts is that normative sociological 

communication behaviors or language expectations in these contexts are not always 

specified beforehand (Burgoon et al., 2002). Since little research has applied the LET in 

investigating the persuasiveness of language informality in brand-consumer 

communication on social media, the expected language style has not been routinely 

specified as a priori basis. Therefore, in the following sections, we will review previous 

literature on language style (informal vs. formal) and brand-consumer interaction and 

communication on social media to provide a specification of language style expectations 

in this context.  

 

3.2.2 Language Style on Social Media: Informal vs. Formal 

Informality (vs. formality) is a language feature that has been studied in sociolinguistics 

for a long time (Baron, 2003; Irvine, 1979). According to McArthur (2003), an informal 

language style is “common, non-official, familiar, casual, and often colloquial, and 

contrasts in these senses with formal”. The difference between informality and formality 

is often defined in accord with the difference between spoken and written languages 

(Ruekert & Walker Jr., 1987). More specifically, informal language is often similar to 

spoken language and featured as a conversational style, while formal language is usually 

parallel to written language (Biber, 1986; Fairclough, 1994). Traditionally, language 

informality was examined more at a conceptual level than at an operational level (Gretry 
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et al., 2017). Little research has systematically investigated the linguistic features that 

increase the informality of messages, especially in the context of social media. One 

exception is Gretry et al. (2017), where the researchers identified 14 features of informal 

language from the traditional communication literature and a survey of undergraduate 

students. However, this investigation overlooked some informal linguistic features that are 

routinely used by brands on social media, such as abbreviations (e.g., “PM” for “private 

message” and “DM” for “direct message”), upper-case words (e.g., “YOU”, “AMAZING”, 

and “DOES”), and repeated punctuations (e.g., “!!!!”, “???”). Thus, it is necessary to 

systematically investigate the linguistic features of the informal brand language in the 

context of social media. For this reason, we conducted a review of previous literature on 

language informality in computer-mediated communication (e.g., email and text message) 

and recent research that employed machine learning to evaluate social media language 

informality and identified 59 (including duplications) informal linguistic features. Based 

on several rounds of inductive analyses, we summarized 11 linguistic features that increase 

brand message informality in social media (see Table 3.1). Examples of how brands are 

using these features in their daily communications with consumers on social media are also 

shown in Table 3.1. We removed some features identified in previous research because we 

believe that these features are too informal to be used by brands in their communications 

with consumers. These features include the misspelled words (Mosquera & Moreda, 2012b; 

Pérez-Sabate, Turney, & Fleta, 2008), the incorrectly-written sentences (Mosquera & 

Moreda, 2012b; Peterson et al., 2011), and negative Internet slangs (Paris et al., 2012; 

Thelwall, 2009). 
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Table 3.1 Features of Informal Language in Social Media 

Linguistic features 

Examples of real brand messages on 

social media 

References* 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Abbreviation and 

acronym 

“NYE” for “New Year’s Eve”, “Can you 

please DM us?”, for “Can you please 

direct message us?”, “Please send us a 

PM”, for “Please send us a private 

message” 

X X X X X  X X  

Emoji 

“It's almost like we're 's 

workshop! ”,  

“To inspire , one  at a time...”, 

“Tap to orders yours now. ” 

X X X  X   X X 

Contraction 

“We’d”, “We’ll”, “That’s”, “You’re”, 

“I’m” 

  X X X  X X X 

Upper-case word 

“AGREE.”, “Thank YOU!”, “That 

DOES sound delicious.”, “Happy 

Valentine’s Day from the SWEETEST 

Valentine ever.” 

 X X X      

Informal word “Great”, “Awesome”, “Check out”   X X  X X  X 

Informal 

punctuation 

“…”, “!” 

   X  X   X 

Informal expression 

“Not a problem!”, “Would love to help 

you out.”, “Hi there!”, “So happy you 

love it.”, “Stay tuned.”, “Haha, nice.” 

        X 

Repetitions in word 

“Let’s RRRoll Canada!”, “Tea - 24 

houRRRs!”, “Uhhh yes.”, “Aww no!” 

  X     X X 
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Repeated 

punctuation 

“That looks AMAZING!!!”, 

“Beautiful!!”, “Can you spot the 

difference???”, “Is it spring break 

yet???” 

 X  X X     

First- and second- 

person pronouns 

“I”, “We”, “us”, “you” 

   X   X  X 

Active vs. passive 

voice 

“You can find more details here.” vs. 

“More details can be found here.” 

      X  X 

*: (1) Haberstroh, 2010; (2) Michael & Otterbacher, 2014; (3) Mosquera & Moreda, 2012b; (4) Paris et 

al., 2012; (5) Pérez-Sabate et al., 2008; (6) Peterson et al., 2011; (7) Rennekamp & Witz, 2017; (8) 

Thelwall, 2009; (9) Gretry et al. (2017) 

 

As shown in Table 3.1, in the social media contexts, brand message informality is related 

to many linguistic features, such as abbreviations (e.g., LOL for ‘laughing out loud’, OMW 

for ‘on my way’), emojis (e.g., , , ❤️), contractions (e.g., we’re, I’m, that’s, and it’s), 

and repetitions (e.g., sooooo, awww, uhhh, and !!!!!) (Mosquera & Moreda, 2012a & 2012b; 

Michael & Otterbacher, 2014). The use of informal words (e.g., great, awesome, and check 

out), punctuations (e.g., “…” and “!”), or expressions (e.g., “Haha, nice.”, “Stay tuned.”, 

and “Not a problem”) could increase the message informality as well (Gretry et al., 2017; 

Paris et al., 2012; Peterson et al., 2011). For example, the brand response, “Oh, no. We're 

glad to hear you're doing better, Lisa! Sending you lots of love. ” [Starbucks’s response 

to a consumer comment on Facebook, on December 30, 2017] is more informal than “We 

always appreciate your kindness, love and commitment to sharing the truth.” [Starbucks’s 

response to a consumer comment on Facebook, on December 6, 2017]. Nowadays, it is 
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common to see that brands employ these linguistic features in their messages to create an 

informal communication environment on social media, with the aim of fostering their 

relationships with consumers (Beukeboom et al., 2015). However, it is not clear what the 

consumers’ expectation of brand social media language is (Gretry et al., 2017). Therefore, 

based on previous research, we will specify the consumers’ expectation in the next section. 

 

3.2.3 The Expectation on Brand Language Style in Social Media 

What is consumers’ expectation of brand language style in social media? To answer this 

question, one needs first to explain how the expectation is formed. According to LET 

(Burgoon, 1995; Burgoon et al., 2002), the expectation is a function of social, cultural, and 

interpersonal norms. At a macro level, the expectation is developed from social and cultural 

norms; that is, individuals form their expectations through observing language behaviors 

and learning what is appropriate (Averbeck & Miller, 2014; Burgoon et al., 2002). At a 

micro level, the expectations vary with interpersonal norms, such as the message senders’ 

personality idiosyncrasies and the relationships between interlocutors (Averbeck & Miller, 

2014; Burgoon, 1995). Given that expectations vary with individuals, a question that 

investigates the expectation of a group (i.e., consumers) might seems to be questionable at 

first glance. However, previous research has empirically demonstrated that the entire social 

categories (e.g., doctors, school administrators, online product reviewers, etc.) were bound 

by relative rigid norms and expectations regarding appropriate communication behaviors 

do exist (Burgoon et al., 2002). Furthermore, within the culturally and socially dominant 

environments, expectations only vary slightly with individuals (Miller & Burgoon, 1979). 

Thus, it is proper to specify consumers’ expectation of brand social media language style, 
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at least at a general level. We draw on previous literature to portray the social, cultural, and 

interpersonal norms in the context of brand-consumer communication in social media.  

 

At the macro level, we explore the social and cultural norms in social media by examining 

what the general social media language style is. The investigation of social media language 

style can be traced back to early efforts on defining the style of Internet language or 

language in computer-mediated communications in the sociolinguistic field. Among these 

efforts, one widely addressed question is whether Internet language is closer to speech or 

writing (Thelwall, 2009). The difference between speech and writing has been investigated 

by linguists since the infancy of the linguistics. After decades of exploration, many chief 

differences have been identified. Specifically, regarding linguistic style, speech is less 

formal, less complex, less structured, and more spontaneous than writing (Baron, 2003, 

Crystal, 2011). Through comparison with speech and writing, previous research found that 

different Internet languages (e.g., web, email, blogging, social networking sites, and 

microblogging) vary concerning their similarities with speech and writing (Barton & Lee, 

2013; Crystal, 2006). Specifically, at one extreme, web language is more similar to writing, 

thus, more formal, while, at the other extreme, social media language (e.g., microblogging 

and social networking sites) are more similar to speech, and, subsequently, more informal 

(Barton & Lee, 2013). In line with the early efforts, research further found that social media 

language is both heterogeneous and homogeneous. On the one hand, social media language 

varies with medium and situational factors, such as gender (Bamman et al., 2014; Schwartz 

et al., 2013), age (Nguyen et al., 2013; Subramaniam & Razak, 2014), geolocation (Huang 

et al., 2016), and social media platforms (Hu et al., 2013; Kadir et al., 2012; Paris et al., 
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2012). On the other hand, some structural language features (e.g., informal, less complex, 

emotional, spontaneous) are broadly observed across social media regardless of the 

medium and situational factors, showing that social media language is, in general, casual 

and informal (Baron, 2003; Herring, 2007; Walther, 2012; Muresan et al., 2016; Paris et 

al., 2012; Thelwall, 2009). Therefore, generally speaking, social media is a platform where 

informal language is normal and widely accepted.  

 

At the micro level, we review the previous research on brand-consumer interactions, 

relationships, and communications in social media to examine the interpersonal norms that 

contribute to the expectation of brand language style. Different from the traditional 

marketing communication (i.e., one-way, e.g., advertising), brand-consumer 

communications in social media occur mainly in a bi-directional (i.e., two-way) mode 

(Berthon et al., 2008; Gretry et al., 2017; Hutter et al., 2013). The interactive nature of 

social media has changed the way that marketers and consumers perceive, interact and 

communicate with each other (Chen, Lin, Choi, & Hahm, 2015). In the realm of social 

media, even originally inanimate brands are becoming humanized through their daily 

interactions with consumers which largely resemble other interpersonal interactions in 

social media (Gensler, Völckner, Liu-Thompkins, & Wiertz, 2013; Gretry et al., 2017). 

Such interpersonal-resembled interactions have influenced the brand-consumer 

relationship in a way that consumers tend to interact with brands in similar ways as with 

their interpersonal relationships and use interpersonal relationship norms to guide their 

interactions with brands (Aaker, 1997; Aaker, Fournier, & Brasel 2004; Aggarwal, 2004; 

Aggarwal & McGill, 2007; Aggarwal & McGill, 2012; Fournier, 1998; Sela et al., 2012). 
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As a result, consumers are now more likely to perceive brands as humanlike social agents 

and brand communications as interpersonal communications (Aaker et al., 2004; Gretry et 

al., 2017). In the brand-consumer communications on social media, consumers expect 

brands to respect the social norms and ‘talk’ like their other interpersonal relationships do 

(Kwok & Yu, 2013). Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that consumers expect brands to 

communicate in an informal style. Some previous research has indirectly confirmed such 

expectation by empirically demonstrating that communicating in a conversational style can 

enhance consumers’ interaction with brand as well as their evaluation of brand (Delin, 2005; 

Jakic et al., 2017; Kelleher, 2009; Kelleher & Miller, 2006; Searls & Weinberger, 2000; 

Beukeboom et al., 2015). 

 

To sum up, in the context of communication in social media, consumers generally expect 

brands to adopt a relatively informal language style. However, despite consumers’ general 

expectation of an informal language style, recent research has shown that, in some cases, 

brands can positively violate such expectation by adopting a formal language style to 

achieve even better results from their communications with consumers. For example, 

Gretry et al. (2017) found that, in communications with consumers who are unfamiliar with 

the brand on social media, adopting a formal language style can gain more consumers’ 

brand trust than an informal style. Barcelos et al. (2018) found that, in the high situational 

involvement contexts, using formal language style can increase the purchase intentions as 

it reduces the perceived risk associated with informality. One thing can be drawn from 

these studies is that situational factors, such as brand familiarity (i.e., familiar vs. 

unfamiliar), consumer situational involvement (i.e., high vs. low), consumer goals (i.e., 
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hedonic vs. utilitarian) are important determinants of whether adopting a formal language 

style is a positive or negative violation of expectation. In the next section, we propose that 

consumer comment valence (i.e., positive vs. negative) is another important determinant 

and develop hypotheses on how brands should respond to positive and negative consumer 

comments using different language styles. 

 

3.3 Hypotheses Development 

Positive and negative consumer comments on brands are a regularly occurring 

phenomenon on social media nowadays and have been demonstrated to have significant 

but generally contrary impacts on consumers’ evaluation of brands (Relling, Schnittka, 

Sattler, & Johnen, 2016; Jensen et al., 2013). Given this, they have often been treated as 

different scenarios and studied separately (Dellarocas, 2003; Higgins, 2002; Jensen et al., 

2013). In social media, although positive and negative consumer comments occur together 

frequently, we propose that brands should treat them as two scenarios (i.e., the positive 

scenario vs. the negative scenario) and respond to them using according language styles 

because they can differently evoke situational factors that influence the effects of brand 

language style (i.e., informal vs. formal) (Barcelos et al., 2018; Chang et al., 2015; 

Einwiller & Steilen, 2015; Gretry et al., 2017; Jakic et al., 2017; Sparks, So, & Bradley, 

2016). Specifically, regarding the evoking effects, positive and negative consumer 

comments are different in two aspects.  

 

First, positive consumer comments are relatively low-involving while negative consumer 

comments are relatively high-involving. Positive and negative consumer comments are 
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different at the level of consumer involvement, for both comment creators (i.e., consumers 

who create and post the comments) and comment readers (i.e., consumers who read the 

comments posted by others). For comment creators, negative comments are more involving 

than positive comments. On the one hand, comment creators’ expectation of negative 

consumer comments being responded by brands is more desired and urgent than that of 

positive consumer comments (Istanbulluoglu, 2017; Williams & Buttle, 2014). While 

about 60% of consumers anticipate brands to respond to consumer comments on social 

media (Mickens, 2012), 84% of consumers expect brands to respond to comments related 

to consumer services within 24 hours after posting on social media (Hutchinson, 2017). On 

the other hand, being overlooked by brands without appropriate responses, negative 

consumer comments would negatively impact comment creators’ evaluation of brands very 

likely, while positive consumer comments usually would not (Balaji, Khong & Chong, 

2016; Einwiller & Steilen, 2015; Williams & Buttle, 2014). For comment readers, negative 

comments are more involving than positive comments as well. According to the negativity 

bias, while reading online comments, consumers tend to weigh and trust negative 

comments more than positive comments (King, Racherla, & Bush, 2014; Stieglitz & Dang-

Xuan, 2013). Previous research has shown that consumers engage more with negative 

comments than with positive comments (Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2013; Williams & Buttle, 

2014). When communicating with brands, consumers at different levels of involvement 

perceive the uncertainty and risk differently (Huang, 2006; Eroglu, Machleit, & Davis, 

2003); specifically, consumers who are highly-involved perceive higher uncertainty and 

risk in brands than those who are low-involved (Barcelos et al., 2018). In the positive 

scenario, due to the positive sentiment and relative low involvement, consumers would 
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perceive low potential uncertainty and risk related to brands. Thus, adopting a formal 

language style in this scenario would negatively violate consumers’ general expectation of 

an informal brand language since it might break the conversational atmosphere between 

consumer and brand (Kelleher, 2009). On the contrary, in the negative scenario, because 

of the negative sentiment and related practical issues to be addressed (e.g., negative brand 

experience, complaint about products, etc.), it is likely that consumers would perceive 

higher potential uncertainty and risk related to brands than consumers in the positive 

scenario (i.e., positive consumer comments). Thus, consumers would prefer brands using 

a language style that can address the feelings of uncertainty and risk related to brands. The 

formal language style, because of its rigidness and precision, is widely used in professional 

settings to reduce perceived risks (Heylighen, 1999; Rennekamp & Witz, 2017; Reyes, 

2015). This style is also consistent with consumers’ opinion of a company being able to 

and working hard to solve a serious matter (Barcelos et al., 2018). Therefore, in this 

scenario, adopting a formal language style would positively violate consumers’ general 

expectation of an informal brand language as it is characterized as competent and qualified, 

and, thus, can create greater feelings of profession (Jakic et al., 2017; Van Dolen, 

Dabholkar, & De Ruyter, 2007). Previous research has shown that the feelings of the 

profession can increase the message receiver’s trust in the message sender (Averbeck, 2015; 

Hollebeek & Chen, 2014). Research on the LET has demonstrated that positively 

(negatively) violating the expectation can enhance (reduce) the message senders’ 

trustworthiness and credibility as well as improve (hurt) the message receivers’ attitude 

towards to the persuasiveness of the message (Clementson et al., 2016; Folse et al., 2016; 

Hong & Li, 2017; Jensen et al., 2013). Thus, we derive the following hypotheses: 
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H1a: When responding to positive consumer comments, brands using informal language 

style will result in higher consumer trust than using formal language style.  

H1b: When responding to negative consumer comments, brands using formal language 

style will result in higher consumer trust than using informal language style.  

 

Second, the positive scenario is mainly hedonic-oriented while the negative scenario is 

mainly utilitarian-oriented. The hedonic-utilitarian differentiation has been employed by 

marketing researchers to study consumer behavior for a long time. Generally speaking, the 

hedonist looks mainly for enjoyment, while the utilitarian focuses on solving rational needs 

(Barcelos et al., 2018; Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982). One thing to notice is that the 

hedonic-utilitarian differentiation is not a dichotomy; instead, it is a unidimensional 

categorization, ranging from purely hedonic to purely utilitarian (Hirschman & Holbrook, 

1982). When communicating with brands on social media, positive consumer comments 

are mainly initiated with the hedonic goals while negative consumer comments with 

utilitarian objectives. On the one hand, positive consumer comments are usually about 

consumers’ favorite attitudes toward a brand or positive experiences with the brand 

(Relling et al., 2016). Thus, it is more likely that consumers initiate such comments to 

primarily seek endorsement through interacting with either the like-minded people who are 

passionate about the brand or the brand per se (Dholakia, Bagozzi, & Pearo, 2004; 

Nambisan & Baron, 2007; Relling et al., 2016). On the other hand, negative consumer 

comments are often about consumers’ dissatisfactions with a brand or complaints about the 

negative experiences with the brand (Einwiller & Steilen, 2015; Relling et al., 2016). 

Although similar to consumers initiating positive comments, consumers might post 
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negative comments to seek social support from other consumers who have similar negative 

experiences with the brand, it is very likely that, simultaneously, consumers are seeking 

information from other consumers or responses from the brand to address their problems 

(Balaji et al., 2016; Einwiller & Steilen, 2015; Relling et al., 2016; Williams & Buttle, 

2014). Recent research has empirically demonstrated that positive consumer comments are 

more favored by social-goal centered brand social media community, while negative 

consumer comments are more preferred by functional-goal centered brand social media 

community (Relling et al., 2016), indicating that positive consumer comments mainly 

convey social-oriented (i.e., hedonic) values while negative consumer comments primarily 

convey functional-oriented (i.e., utilitarian) values. Therefore, in the positive scenario, 

consumers will prefer brands to adopt the language style that improves the hedonic value 

of the communication, while in the negative scenario, consumers will prefer brands to 

adopt the language style that enhances the utilitarian value of the communication. 

 

The informal language style is relationship-oriented and can be used to develop rapport 

between interlocutors (Gretry et al., 2017; Incelli, 2013; Rennekamp & Witz, 2017; Reyes, 

2015). According to previous research, the informal language is a flexible and light way of 

communication that is conducive to the expressivity and interactivity (Beukeboom et al., 

2015; Heylighen & Dewaele, 2002; Reyes, 2015). It can create greater feelings of personal 

engagement and relationship closeness which, in turn, can activate emotions related to the 

communication settings and increase the transference of emotions between interlocutors 

(McKenna, Green, & Gleason, 2002; Reyes, 2015; Schindler & Bickart, 2012; Sparks et 

al., 2016). Thus, it can be employed to increase the hedonic value of communication. The 
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formal language style is information-oriented and often used to share objective information 

(Heylighen & Dewaele, 2002; Incelli, 2013; Rennekamp & Witz, 2017). According to 

previous research, the formal language style can keep interlocutors focusing on the 

message they are attempting to communicate (Rennekamp & Witz, 2017). It can also 

improve the perceived effectiveness and efficiency of communication (Van Dolen et al., 

2007). Thus, it can be used to increase the utilitarian value of communication. Therefore, 

in this positive scenario, adopting a formal language style would negatively violate 

consumers’ general expectation of an informal brand language since it decreases the 

hedonic value of communication; while, in the negative scenario, adopting a formal 

language style would positively violate consumers’ general expectation as it increases the 

utilitarian value of communication. Satisfaction is a concept that has been widely studied 

in marketing research. Previous research has shown that, when brand meets or exceeds 

(e.g., positively violates) consumers’ expectation, consumers will be satisfied; when brand 

performance is below (e.g., negatively violates) consumers’ expectations, consumers will 

be dissatisfied (Oliver, 1980; Xia, 2013). Therefore, we derive the following hypotheses: 

 

H2a: When responding to positive consumer comments, brands using informal language 

style will result in higher consumer satisfaction than using formal language style.  

H2b: When responding to negative consumer comments, brands using formal language 

style will result in higher consumer satisfaction than using informal language style.  

 

Consumer engagement is a concept that has received much attention from marketing 

researchers since around 2005 (Brodie, Hollebeek, Jurić, & Ilić, 2011; Islam, Islam, 
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Rahman, & Rahman, 2016). Due to its massive convenience for consumer engagement to 

occur, social media has been a major context where consumer engagement has been studied 

(Brodie, Ilic, Juric, & Hollebeek, 2013). With a behavioral focus, consumer engagement is 

defined as “behavioral manifestations that have a brand or firm focus, beyond purchase, 

resulting from motivational drivers” (Van Doorn et al., 2010, p. 254). Previous research 

has found that consumer engagement with a brand post on social media is significantly 

affected by the valences of the comments following the post (de Vries et al., 2012). 

According to the LET, positive violations of language expectation will change message 

receivers’ behavior in the direction advocated by the message sender, while negative 

violations will maintain or even change message receivers’ behavior in opposition to the 

direction desired by the message sender (Burgoon, 1989, 1990). Thus, we argue that the 

brand response language style can moderate the relationship between consumer comment 

valence and engagement intention, and propose the following hypotheses: 

 

H3a: When responding to positive consumer comments, brands using informal language 

style will result in higher engagement intention than using formal language style.  

H3b: When responding to negative consumer comments, brands using formal language 

style will result in higher engagement intention than using informal language style.  

 

In the social media context, both brand trust and satisfaction have been found to be 

positively related to consumer engagement (Brodie et al., 2013; Dessart, Veloutsou, & 

Morgan-Thomas, 2015; Habibi et al., 2014; Islam & Rahman, 2016a; Pansari & Kumar, 

2017; So et al., 2016). Previous research has shown that brand trust and satisfaction are 
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both antecedents (Bowden, 2009; Van Doorn et al., 2010; Islam & Rahman, 2016b) and 

consequences (Brodie et al., 2011, 2013; Wallace, Buil, & de Chernatony, 2014; Islam & 

Rahman, 2016c) of consumer engagement, indicating a reciprocity between brand trust and 

satisfaction and consumer engagement. In this paper, given that our focus is on engagement 

intention (not engagement behavior), we propose that consumers’ evaluations of the brand 

(i.e., brand trust and satisfaction) precede consumers’ behavior intentions (i.e., engagement 

intention). Therefore, we develop the following hypotheses: 

 

H4a: Brand trust mediates the effect of consumer comment valence on consumers’ 

engagement intention. 

H4b: Brand satisfaction mediates the effect of consumer comment valence on consumers’ 

engagement intention. 

H5a: Brand response language style moderates the mediation effect of brand trust between 

consumer comment valence and consumers’ engagement intention. 

H5b: Brand response language style moderates the mediation effect of brand satisfaction 

between consumer comment valence and consumers’ engagement intention. 

 

The scenario-based experimental method was employed to test our hypotheses. This 

method is appropriate because it can enhance the control over potential extraneous 

variables and enables one to manipulate different treatments (Smith, Bolton, & Wagner, 

1999). The control allows “precise predictions derived from a theory or a model to be 

tested” (Kim & Jang, 2014, p. 126). Besides, the scenario-based experimental method can 

“avoid the expense and ethical issues involved in real settings” (Kim & Jang, 2014, p. 125). 
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Research that examines consumers’ responses to brand language styles has been primarily 

based on the scenario-based experimental method (see Barcelos et al., 2018; Gretry et al., 

2017; Jakic et al., 2017; Sparks et al., 2016; Xia, 2013). Therefore, in line with previous 

research, we conducted scenario-based experiments to test whether (and how) the brand 

language style impacts consumers’ trust, satisfaction, and engagement intention in different 

situations. Two experiments were conducted in this paper, with one on a condition of 

extreme consumer comment valence and the other on a condition of less extreme consumer 

comment valence. 

 

3.4 Experiment 1: A Condition of Extreme Consumer Comment Valence 

The objective of the first experiment is to test our hypotheses in the scenarios with the 

extreme consumer comment valence. In this experiment, we adopted a 2 (consumer 

comment valence: positive vs. negative) × 2 (brand response language style: formal vs. 

informal) between-subjects design.  

 

Stimuli 

A simulated Facebook brand post that featured the communications between a fictitious 

resort brand, i.e., Paradise Resort, and eight consumers were developed and used as the 

experiment stimuli. In total, four versions of the brand-consumer communications were 

designed (see Appendix 2a). The stimuli were selected for three reasons. First, we chose 

the Facebook brand post as the experimental context because Facebook has become the 

most popular social media marketing channel worldwide (Barcelos et al., 2018; Cooper, 

2018) and a lot of previous research has used the Facebook brand post as the research 
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context for investigating the consumer-brand interactions and communications (see 

Barcelos et al., 2018; de Vries et al., 2012; Gretry et al., 2017; Sparks et al., 2016; Swani 

& Milne, 2017). Second, since our primary objective is to investigate consumers’ response 

to the language style adopted by brands, we used a fictitious brand here to eliminate the 

potential biases from consumers’ prior experience with and attitude towards existing 

brands (Barcelos et al., 2018; Jakic et al., 2017; LeBoeuf, & Simmons, 2010). Third, we 

selected a resort brand as our focus because that maintaining relationships with consumers 

through communication is important for hospitality management and it represents service 

consumption with a relatively high purchase decision involvement.  

 

Regarding the manipulation of the consumer comment valence, to create the extreme 

comment valence, in the positive scenario, we designed eight positive comments, and in 

the negative scenario, we designed eight negative comments. Positive and negative 

comments were designed in pairs and, where possible, be phrased to be the opposite of 

each other. The brand language style (i.e., formal vs. informal) were manipulated by 

(whether or not) using the linguistic features identified in previous research (see Table 3.1). 

Similar to consumer comments, brand responses were also developed in pairs to ensure the 

contents of formal brand responses are similar to that of informal brand responses. To 

ensure the realism of manipulations, the initial brand post and the following 

communications were developed based on real resorts’ Facebook brand pages (Barcelos et 

al., 2018; Gretry et al., 2017; Jensen et al. 2013; Sparks et al., 2016). 

 

Participants and procedure 
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A total of 198 undergraduate students (52% female, Mage = 20.0) participated in this 

experiment. At the beginning of the experiment, participants were informed that they are 

participating in a study on brand-consumer communications. Then, participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the four conditions (i.e., positive & informal, positive & 

formal, negative & informal, negative & formal) and instructed that they would be reading 

a Facebook post and following brand-consumer communications from a famous resort 

brand. Participants were then exposed to the simulated resort Facebook post that featured 

the communications between the resort brand and eight consumers. After reading the 

assigned treatment for as long as they wanted, participants completed a survey that includes 

the measures of this research’s interest. After the experiment, the full purpose of the 

experiment was explained to the participants.  

 

Measurement 

The measures of the variables of interests were adapted from previous research. For 

dependent variables, we measured brand trust, brand satisfaction and intention to engage. 

Brand trust was measured using five items adapted from Gretry et al. (2017), Jakic et al. 

(2017), and Relling et al. (2016): “Based on its responses, I feel that I can trust the Paradise 

Resort / I expect the Paradise Resort to deliver its promise / I feel that the Paradise Resort 

can be counted on to help me and other consumers / I am confident in the Paradise Resort's 

ability to perform well; The Paradise Resort appears reliable” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = 

strongly agree; α = .98). Brand satisfaction was measured using three items adapted from 

Xia (2013): “I am satisfied/pleased/happy with the Paradise Resort's responses” (1 = 

strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .96). Intention to engage was measured using 
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three items adapted from de Oliveira, Huertas, & Lin (2016) and Jin & Huang (2017): “If 

you were one follower of the Paradise Resort on Facebook, how likely are you to contribute 

to the conversation with this brand on Facebook in the future / interact with this brand on 

Facebook in the future / engage with this brand on Facebook by liking, sharing, or 

commenting on its posts in the future” (1 = very unlikely, 7 = very likely; α = .87). For 

manipulation check, we measured the consumer comment valence and brand response 

language style. The consumer comment valence was measured using one item adapted 

from Rim & Song (2016): “Overall, how positive or negative are the comments posted by 

the consumers” (1 = very negative, 7 = very positive). For brand response language style, 

we measured the brand language informality using four items adapted from Gretry et al. 

(2017): “Paradise Resort communicates in an informal way / Paradise Resort 

communicates in an unofficial way / Paradise Resort communicates in an easygoing way / 

Paradise Resort communicates in a casual way” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; 

α = .80). We also measured the manipulation realism using one item adapted from Barcelos, 

et al. (2018): “To what extent did you find this social media content realistic” (1 = not 

realistic at all, 7 = very realistic).  

 

In addition to the primary measures of interest, we measured participants’ age, gender, first 

language (i.e., whether English or not), product involvement and Facebook intensity as 

control variables. The product involvement was measured using six items adapted from 

Zaichkowsky (1985): “In your personal perceptions, resorts are: 1 = unimportant/of no 

concern to me/irrelevant/useless/do not matter to me/not needed; 7 = important/of concern 

to me/relevant/useful/matters to me/needed” (α = .91). The Facebook intensity was 
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measured using six items adapted from Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe (2007): “Facebook is 

part of my everyday activity / I am proud to tell people I’m on Facebook / Facebook has 

become part of my daily routine / I feel out of touch when I haven’t logged onto Facebook 

for a while / I feel I am part of the Facebook community / I would be sorry if Facebook 

shut down” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .92).  

 

Results 

Manipulation checks 

The manipulation checks indicated that our manipulations were effective. Specifically, 

participants in the positive condition indicated that the consumer comments were 

significantly more positive than did those in the negative condition (Mpositive = 6.63; Mnegative 

= 1.43; F(1,196) = 1959.08, p < .001). Participants in the informal condition indicated that 

the brand language informality was significantly higher than did those in the formal 

condition (Minformal = 4.58; Mformal = 3.18; F(1,196) = 71.85, p < .001). For realism check, 

a one-sample t-test revealed that the mean of perceived realism is significantly higher than 

the neutral scale point of 4 (M = 5.02, t(197) = 9.34, p = .000) indicating that participants 

perceived our manipulations to be realistic. In addition, a one-way ANOVA showed that 

the perceived realism did not differ across the four conditions (F(3,194) = 1.94, p = .13). 

 

Hypotheses testing 

To test H1, H2 and H3, we conducted a 2 (consumer comment valence: positive vs. 

negative) × 2 (brand language style: formal vs. informal) between-subjects MANCOVA in 

which brand trust, brand satisfaction and intention to engage served as dependent variables 
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and first language served as the covariate. We only include first language as the covariate 

as we did not observe any significant effects of age, gender, product involvement, or 

Facebook intensity. As expected, the MANCOVA revealed a significant interactive effect 

of consumer comment valence and brand response language style (Wilks’ λ = .887, F(3,191) 

= 8.12, p = .000, ηp
2

 = .113). The results also revealed a significant main effect of consumer 

comment valence (Wilks’ λ = .316, F(3,191) = 137.72, p = .000, ηp
2

 = .684). However, no 

significant main effect of brand response language style was found (Wilks’ λ = .993, 

F(3,191) = .438, p = .73). The effect of covariate was significant (Wilks’ λ = .932, F(3,191) 

= 4.68, p = .004, ηp
2

 = .068).  

 

Then, we conducted a series of univariate analyses for each of the dependent variables. 

Regarding brand trust, the two-way ANCOVA revealed a significant interactive effect of 

consumer comment valence and brand response language style on brand trust (F(1,193) = 

9.78, p = .002) (see Figure 3.1). Planned contrasts revealed that in the positive scenario, 

participants exposed to informal brand responses had more brand trust than those exposed 

to formal brand responses (Minformal = 5.80; Mformal = 5.33; F(1,194) = 3.95, p = .048), 

thereby supporting H1a. In the negative scenario, participants exposed to formal brand 

responses had more brand trust than those exposed to informal brand responses (Minformal = 

1.88; Mformal = 2.53; F(1,194) = 7.57, p = .007), thereby supporting H1b. 
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Figure 3.1 Two-way Interaction Effect on Brand Trust 

 

Regarding brand satisfaction, the two-way ANCOVA revealed a significant interactive 

effect of consumer comment valence and brand response language style on brand 

satisfaction (F(1,193) = 12.34, p < .001) (see Figure 3.2). Planned contrasts revealed that 

in the positive scenario, participants exposed to informal brand responses had more brand 

satisfaction than those exposed to formal brand responses (Minformal = 5.75; Mformal = 4.89; 

F(1,194) = 9.67, p = .002), thereby supporting  H2a. In the negative scenario, participants 

exposed to formal brand responses had more brand satisfaction than those exposed to 

informal brand responses (Minformal = 2.90; Mformal = 3.55; F(1,194) = 5.55, p = .019), 

thereby supporting H2b. 
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Figure 3.2 Two-way Interaction Effect on Brand Satisfaction 

 

Regarding intention to engage, the two-way ANCOVA revealed a significant interactive 

effect of consumer comment valence and brand response language style on intention to 

engage (F(1,193) = 16.20, p = .000) (see Figure 3.3). Planned contrasts revealed that in the 

positive scenario, participants exposed to informal brand responses had more engagement 

intention than those exposed to formal brand responses (Minformal = 3.56; Mformal = 2.86; 

F(1,194) = 6.56, p = .01), thereby supporting  H3a. In the negative scenario, participants 

exposed to formal brand responses had more engagement intention than those exposed to 

informal brand responses (Minformal = 1.67; Mformal = 2.57; F(1,194) = 10.88, p = .001), 

thereby supporting H3b. 
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Figure 3.3 Two-way Interaction Effect on Intention to Engage 

 

H4 and H5 predicted the mediation effects of brand trust and satisfaction on the relationship 

between consumer comment valence and consumers’ engagement intention and the 

moderation role of brand response language style on such mediation effects. In line with 

previous research (Gretry et al., 2017; Rim & Song, 2016), we tested the mediation (H4) 

and moderated mediation (H5) effects using the PROCESS Model 8 with 5,000 

bootstrapping samples (Hayes, 2017) (see Figure 3.4). In the regression model, the 

dependent variable was intention to engage, the independent variable was consumer 

comment valence, the mediators were brand trust and brand satisfaction, the moderator was 

brand response language style, and the covariate was first language. In terms of brand trust, 

the results revealed that brand trust was significantly influenced by the consumer comment 
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valence (b = -3.89, t = -16.40, p = .000) and the interaction of consumer comment valence 

and brand response language style (b = 1.06, t = 3.13, p = .002). The increased brand trust 

led participants to have higher intention to engage with brand (b = .30, t = 3.47, p = .000). 

Further, the results revealed that brand trust mediated the effect of consumer comment 

valence on intention to engage both when brand response language style is informal 

(indirect effect = -1.15, 95% CI = -1.91 to -.52) and formal (indirect effect = -.84, 95% CI 

= -1.46 to -.38), as the bootstrap confidence intervals for the indirect effects did not include 

zero. Thus, H4a was supported. More interestingly, the results revealed that the brand 

response language style moderates the mediation effect of brand trust (b = .31, 95% CI 

= .09 to .61). Thus, H5a was supported. In terms of brand satisfaction, the results revealed 

that brand satisfaction was significantly influenced by the consumer comment valence (b 

= -2.78, t = -10.42, p = .000) and the interaction of consumer comment valence and brand 

response language style (b = 1.33, t = 3.51, p = .000). However, the increased brand 

satisfaction did not lead participants to have higher intention to engage with brand (b = .13, 

t = 1.67, p = .10). Thus, brand satisfaction did not mediate the effect of consumer comment 

valence on intention to engage either when brand response language style is informal 

(indirect effect = -.35, 95% CI = -.77 to .03) or formal (indirect effect = -.18, 95% CI = 

-.43 to .02). Similarly, brand response language style did not moderate the mediation effect 

of brand satisfaction (b = .17, 95% CI = -.02 to .42). Therefore, H4b and H5b were not 

supported.  
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Consumer Comment Valence

Brand Response Language Style

Consumer Comment Valence × 

Brand Response Language Style

Intention to Engage

Brand Trust

b = -.45

b = .30***

Note: * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

Brand 

Satisfaction

b = .13

 

Figure 3.4 The Results of Moderated Mediation Analyses 

 

Discussion 

The results of Experiment 1 showed that, when responding to positive consumer comments, 

brands using informal language style will result in higher brand trust (H1a), satisfaction 

(H2a), and engagement intention (H3a) than using formal language style; when responding 

to negative consumer comments, brands using formal language style will result in higher 

brand trust (H1b), satisfaction (H2b), and engagement intention (H3a) than using informal 

language style. The results also revealed that positive consumer comments could lead to 

higher brand trust, which, in turn, lead to higher engagement intention than negative 

consumer comments (H4a). More interestingly, we found the mediating role of brand trust 

in driving the effect of consumer comment valence on engagement intention is moderated 

by brand response language style (H5a). Specifically, brand response using informal 
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language style can enlarge the positive effect of positive consumer comments on 

engagement intention through brand trust; while brand response using formal language 

style can dilute the negative effect of negative consumer comments on engagement 

intention through brand trust. In this experiment, we did not found the mediating role of 

brand satisfaction in driving the effect of consumer comment valence on engagement 

intention (H4b & H5b). One possible reason for this is that, in the extreme comment-

valence scenario, brand trust plays a more important role in inducing engagement intention 

than brand satisfaction. In Experiment 1, we tested our hypotheses in the scenarios with 

extreme comment valence (i.e., pure positive/negative consumer comments). However, on 

social media, positive and negative comments sometimes occur together (Jensen et al., 

2013). Therefore, we conducted another experiment to test our hypotheses in the scenarios 

with less extreme comment valences. 

 

3.5 Experiment 2: A Condition of Less Extreme Consumer Comment Valence 

The objective of experiment 2 is to test our hypotheses in the scenarios with less extreme 

consumer comment valences. Similar to experiment 1, experiment 2 followed a 2 

(consumer comment valence: predominantly positive vs. predominantly negative) × 2 

(brand response language style: formal vs. informal) between-subjects design.  

 

Stimuli 

A simulated Facebook brand post that featured the communications between a fictitious 

smartphone brand, i.e., Link Mobile, and eight consumer comments were designed and 

used as the experiment stimulus (see Appendix 2b). We select smartphone to extend our 
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findings to product consumption. To manipulate the less extreme valence of consumer 

comments, in line with Barcelos et al. (2018) and Sparks & Browning (2011), we employed 

the predominance of valence. Specifically, in the predominantly positive scenario, we 

designed five positive, one negative, and two neutral consumer comments; while, in the 

predominantly negative scenario, we designed five negative, one positive, and two neutral 

consumer comments. Similar to experiment 1, positive and negative comments were 

designed in pairs and, where possible, were phrased to be the opposite of each other. We 

manipulated the brand language style (i.e., informal vs. formal) by incorporating (or not) 

the informal linguistic features in Table 3.1. In the informal (formal) conditions, all brand 

responses (i.e., responses to positive, negative, and neutral consumer comments) were 

designed as informal (formal). Similar to consumer comments, brand responses were 

developed in pairs. To ensure the realism, the initial brand post and the following 

communications were developed based on real smartphone brands’ Facebook pages 

(Barcelos et al., 2018; Gretry et al., 2017; Jensen et al. 2013; Sparks et al., 2016).  

 

Participants and procedure 

A total of 219 U.S. residents were recruited from the Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) 

as participants. MTurk is a crowdsourcing marketplace for work that requires human 

intelligence. It allows requesters to access human intelligence in a simple, scalable, and 

cost-effective way. Previous research has suggested that MTurk can provide more 

demographically diverse samples than traditional convenience samples (e.g., student 

samples, standard Internet samples) (Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012; Buhrmester, Kwang, 

& Gosling, 2011), thus, is a viable alternative for conducting online experiments (Chen, 
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Kim, & Lin, 2015; Paolacci, Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010). To ensure the data quality, in 

line with previous research (e.g., Barcelos et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2018; Peer, Vosgerau, & 

Acquisti, 2014), we restricted participants to MTurk workers with high reputation (above 

95% task-approval rates, minimum 500 completed HITs). The procedure is similar to 

experiment 1. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions (i.e., 

predominantly positive & informal, predominantly positive & formal, predominantly 

negative & informal, predominantly negative & formal) and instructed that they would be 

reading a Facebook post and following brand-consumer communications from a popular 

smartphone brand. Then, participants were exposed to the corresponding stimuli. After 

reading the stimuli for as long as they wanted, participants were asked to complete a survey 

including the measures of this research’s interest. We included an attention check question 

(i.e., “This is an attention check question, please click the response corresponding to 

‘strongly disagree’ for this question.”) in the survey to filter out the rushed answers. Three 

participants who did not comply were removed, and our final sample includes 216 

participants (49% female, Mage = 37.9). We also implemented an objective-guessing 

question at the end of the survey to assess whether participants are aware of the research 

objective. Responses indicated that participants were not aware of the research objective. 

 

Measurement 

The measures of the variables are the same as that of Experiment 1. For dependent variables, 

we used the same measures (with the modification of brand name) of brand trust (ɑ = .97), 

brand satisfaction (ɑ = .97), and intention to engage (ɑ = .94). For manipulation check, we 

measured the consumer comment valence and brand response language style (ɑ = .81). 
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Similar to Experiment 1, for control variables, we measured participants’ age, gender, first 

language (i.e., whether English or not), product involvement (ɑ = .94) and Facebook 

intensity (ɑ = .93).  

 

Analysis 

Manipulation checks 

The manipulation checks indicated that our manipulations were effective. Participants in 

the positive condition indicated that the consumer comments were significantly more 

positive than did those in the negative condition (Mpositive = 5.92; Mnegative = 2.83; F(1,214) 

= 344.13, p < .001). Similarly, participants in the informal condition indicated that the 

brand language informality was significantly higher than did those in the formal condition 

(Minformal = 4.81; Mformal = 4.11; F(1,214) = 21.04, p < .001). The realism check showed that 

the mean of perceived realism is significantly higher than the neutral scale point of 4 (M = 

5.91, t(215) = 21.74, p = .000) indicating that participants perceived our manipulations to 

be realistic. In addition, a one-way ANOVA showed that the perceived realism did not 

differ among the four conditions (F(3,212) = 1.48, p = .22). 

 

Hypotheses testing 

To test our hypotheses, we first conducted a 2 (consumer comment valence: positive vs. 

negative) × 2 (brand language style: formal vs. informal) between-subjects MANCOVA in 

which brand trust, brand satisfaction and intention to engage served as dependent variables. 

In this model, we only included product involvement and Facebook intensity as the 

covariates because we did not observe any significant effects of age, gender, or first 
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language. As expected, the results of MANCOVA revealed a significant interactive effect 

of consumer comment valence and brand response language style (Wilks’ λ = .950, F(3,208) 

= 3.68, p = .01, ηp
2
 = .050). The MANCOVA also revealed a significant main effect of 

consumer comment valence (Wilks’ λ = .472, F(3,208) = 77.68, p = .000, ηp
2
 = .528). 

However, no significant main effect of brand response language style was found (Wilks’ λ 

= .998, F(3,208) = .12, p = .95). As the covariates, the effects of product involvement 

(Wilks’ λ = .928, F(3,208) = 5.36, p = .001, ηp
2

 = .072) and Facebook intensity (Wilks’ λ 

= .837, F(3,208) = 13.54, p = .000, ηp
2

 = .163) were significant.  

 

Then, we conducted a series of univariate analyses for each of the dependent variables. 

Regarding brand trust, the two-way ANCOVA revealed a significant interactive effect of 

consumer comment valence and brand response language style on brand trust (F(1,210) = 

8.86, p = .003) (see Figure 3.5). Planned contrasts revealed that in the predominantly 

positive scenario, participants exposed to informal brand responses had more brand trust 

than those exposed to formal brand responses (Minformal = 5.78; Mformal = 5.32; F(1,212) = 

4.23, p = .041), thereby supporting H1a. In the predominantly negative scenario, 

participants exposed to formal brand responses had more brand trust than those exposed to 

informal brand responses (Minformal = 2.94; Mformal = 3.40; F(1,212) = 4.37, p = .038), 

thereby supporting H1b. 

 



91 

 

 

Figure 3.5 Two-way Interaction Effect on Brand Trust 

 

Regarding brand satisfaction, the two-way ANCOVA revealed a significant interactive 

effect of consumer comment valence and brand response language style on brand trust 

(F(1,210) = 8.37, p = .004) (see Figure 3.6). Planned contrasts revealed that in the 

predominantly positive scenario, participants exposed to informal brand responses had 

more brand satisfaction than those exposed to formal brand responses (Minformal = 5.98; 

Mformal = 5.50; F(1,212) = 3.90, p = .05), thereby supporting  H2a. In the predominantly 

negative scenario, participants exposed to formal brand responses had more brand 

satisfaction than those exposed to informal brand responses (Minformal = 3.53; Mformal = 4.08; 

F(1,212) = 5.08, p = .03), thereby supporting H2b. 
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Figure 3.6 Two-way Interaction Effect on Brand Satisfaction 

 

Regarding intention to engage, the two-way ANCOVA revealed a significant interactive 

effect of consumer comment valence and brand response language style on intention to 

engage (F(1,210) = 4.85, p = .03) (see Figure 3.7). However, the planned contrasts did not 

reveal the significantly different engagement intention between participants exposed to 

informal brand responses and formal brand responses in either the predominantly positive 

scenario (Minformal = 4.32; Mformal = 3.85; F(1,212) = 1.91, p = .168) or the predominantly 

negative scenario (Minformal = 2.62; Mformal = 3.12; F(1,212) = 2.17, p = .142). Thus, H3a 

and H3b were not supported. 
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Figure 3.7 Two-way Interaction Effect on Intention to Engage 

 

To test the H4 and H5, we conducted a mediation analysis using the PROCESS Model 8 

with 5,000 bootstrapping samples (Hayes, 2017) (see Figure 3.8). The regression model 

was same as the one in Experiment 1 except that the covariates were product involvement 

and Facebook intensity. The results revealed that brand trust was significantly influenced 

by the consumer comment valence (b = -2.79, t = -12.84, p = .000) and the interaction of 

consumer comment valence and brand response language style (b = .91, t = 2.98, p = .003). 

The increased brand trust led participants to have higher intention to engage with brand (b 

= .43, t = 3.50, p = .000). Further, the results revealed that brand trust mediated the effect 

of consumer comment valence on intention to engage both when brand response language 

style is informal (indirect effect = -1.19, 95% CI = -1.94 to -.54) and formal (indirect effect 

= -.80, 95% CI = -1.32 to -.36), as the bootstrap confidence intervals for the indirect effect 
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did not include zero. Thus, H4a was supported. More interestingly, the results revealed that 

the brand response language style moderates the mediation effect of brand trust (b = .39, 

95% CI = .10 to .79). Thus, H5a was supported. In terms of brand satisfaction, the results 

revealed that brand satisfaction was significantly influenced by the consumer comment 

valence (b = -2.36, t = -9.91, p = .000) and the interaction of consumer comment valence 

and brand response language style (b = .97, t = 2.89, p = .004). Moreover, similar to brand 

trust, the increased brand satisfaction led participants to have a higher intention to engage 

with the brand (b = .24, t = 2.13, p = .03). Thus, brand satisfaction also mediated the effect 

of consumer comment valence on intention to engage both when brand response language 

style is informal (indirect effect = -.56, 95% CI = -1.13 to -.04) and formal (indirect effect 

= -.33, 95% CI = -.70 to -.02). The results also revealed that brand response language style 

moderated the mediation effect of brand satisfaction (b = .23, 95% CI = .01 to .56). 

Therefore, H4b and H5b were supported.  
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Consumer Comment Valence

Brand Response Language Style

Consumer Comment Valence × 

Brand Response Language Style

Intention to Engage

Brand Trust

b = -.27

b = .43***

Note: * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

Brand 

Satisfaction

b = .24*

                                     

Figure 3.8 The Results of Moderated Mediation Analyses 

 

Discussion 

The results of Experiment 2 showed that, when responding to predominantly positive 

consumer comments, brands using informal language style will result in higher brand trust 

(H1a) and satisfaction (H2a) than using formal language style; when responding to 

predominantly negative consumer comments, brands using formal language style will 

result in higher brand trust (H1b) and satisfaction (H2b) than using informal language style. 

Different from Experiment 1, although we identified a significant moderating effect of 

brand response language style on the relationship between consumer comment valence and 

engagement intention, we did not found significantly different levels of engagement 

intention induced by different brand response language style in either the predominantly 

positive (H3a) or the predominantly negative (H4a) scenarios. One possible explanation is 
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that, in the scenarios with less extreme consumer comment valences, the effect of brand 

response language style is not large enough to directly impact consumers’ engagement 

intention. The results also revealed that predominantly positive consumer comments could 

lead to higher brand trust and brand satisfaction, which, in turn, lead to higher engagement 

intention than predominantly negative consumer comments (H4a & H4b). More 

interestingly, we found the mediating roles of brand trust and satisfaction in driving the 

effect of consumer comment valence on engagement intention are moderated by brand 

response language style (H5a & H5b). Specifically, brand response using informal 

language style can enlarge the positive effect of predominantly positive consumer 

comments on engagement intention through brand trust and satisfaction; while brand 

response using formal language style can dilute the negative effect of predominantly 

negative consumer comments on engagement intention through brand trust and satisfaction.  

 

3.6 Discussion 

The massive proliferation of social media has revolutionized the way that brands and 

consumers interact with each other. The soaring volume of brand-consumer conversations 

and the diversified social media language characteristics have highlighted the need for 

guidelines regarding which language style brands should use to improve their relationships 

with consumers. This paper investigates how the consumer comment valence and brand 

response language style interactively influence consumers’ perception of the brand and 

their intention for future engagement with the brand in different scenarios.  
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3.6.1 Implications 

Theoretical implications 

This paper has many theoretical implications. First, this paper addresses the recent calls for 

research on brand linguistics (Carnevale et al., 2017) and consumer engagement 

(Marketing Science Institute, 2018) by exploring how brands could enhance consumers’ 

trust and satisfaction and engagement intention within social media through adjusting the 

language style of their responses to consumer comments with different valences. Second, 

this paper complements previous research on brand conversational human voice by 

indicating that the informal language style is not universally good for brands. While 

research has demonstrated that adopting an informal language can enhance consumers’ 

evaluation of brands (Kelleher, 2009; Kelleher & Miller, 2006; Sparks et al., 2016; van 

Noort & Willemsen, 2012), few of them have considered the situational factors that might 

diminish or even reverse such effects. In line with recent research on brand language style 

(Barcelos et al., 2018; Gretry et al., 2017), we demonstrated that, in the negative scenarios, 

adopting an informal style could hurt consumers’ evaluation of brands. Third, this paper 

enriches the current understanding of eWOM. While previous research on positive and 

negative eWOMs mainly focused on the valence difference, few of them has considered 

potential different conversational situations evoked by the contrary valences. Through 

investigating the different conversational situations evoked by positive and negative 

eWOMs, this paper shows that the effects of brand response language style are determined 

by not only the language style but also the valence of eWOM. From this perspective, this 

paper is consistent with the recent notion that positive and negative eWOMs need to be 

studied separately (Jensen et al., 2013). Finally yet importantly, this paper extends LET in 
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two ways. While previous research mainly applies LET in inter-personal communications, 

this paper, through applying the LET in the context of brand-consumer interaction on social 

media, responds to the call for examining more language features affecting message 

persuasiveness in different contexts (Burgoon, 1995; Burgoon et al., 2002). 

 

Managerial implications 

This paper also has many implications for social media marketers. First, nowadays, one 

primary task of social media marketers is to enhance consumer engagement with brands 

on social media. However, research has shown that the percent of consumer engagement 

is surprisingly low. For example, only about 1% of brands’ followers on Facebook engage 

with the brands (Creamer, 2012; Lee et al., 2018), and even within the biggest Facebook 

brand pages, the fan engagement with brands is only about 4.3% (eMarketer, 2015). Social 

media marketers are struggling with how to design effective interactions to improve 

consumer engagement. This paper indicates that choosing the right language style in 

communications with consumers can make a positive impact, thus, provides social media 

marketers with a practical guideline on language style choice when responding to consumer 

comments. Second, brands now seem to use informal language style widely in their 

communications with consumers on social media as they believe that the informal language 

style can convey relationship closeness, create a conversational circumstance, and enhance 

the consumer-brand interactions (Beukeboom et al., 2015). However, there is no evidence 

that adopting an informal language style is optimal for all situations. This paper identified 

a situation (i.e., responding to negative consumer comments) where using the informal 

language style is inappropriate, reminding social media marketers to be cautionary about 
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the language style they might have been consistently employed. Third, this paper is also 

meaningful to online consumer complaint (or negative word of mouth, i.e., negative WOM) 

management. As consumers are increasingly using social media to convey their negative 

experiences with brands, online consumer complaint management is becoming a big 

challenge for social media marketers. Therefore, it is significant for brands to develop 

effective communication mechanisms to manage online consumer complaint (Chang et al., 

2015; Einwiller & Steilen, 2015; Istanbulluoglu, 2017). From the perspective of language 

style, this paper addresses the issue by investigating the impacts of language style in brand 

responses to negative WOM on brand-consumer relationships. The results of this paper 

provide some insights on effective communication mechanisms for online consumer 

complaint management. Specifically, when responding to consumer complaint online, 

using formal language is better than inform language as, in this context, formal language 

can lead to higher brand trust and satisfaction.    

 

3.6.2 Limitations and Future Research 

This paper also has some limitations that offer opportunities for future research. First, while 

this paper adopts an online experimental design to enhance the control over potential 

extraneous variables, it might lose some authenticities of real social media context. Future 

research could further validate the findings in this paper using a field study method. For 

instance, future research could employ text analytics methods (e.g., text mining, sentiment 

analysis, etc.) to analyze real consumer-brand communications occurring in Facebook 

brand pages. Second, this paper only focuses on two aspects (i.e., trust and satisfaction) of 

consumer evaluation of brands because their formations are closely related to consumers’ 
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expectation. However, previous research has shown that brand language style can also 

impact other aspects of consumer evaluation of brands, such as perceived interaction effort, 

sincerity, and appropriateness (Gretry et al., 2017; Jakic et al., 2017; Van Noort & 

Willemsen, 2012; Xia, 2013). It is likely that these aspects of consumer evaluation might 

also affect consumers’ intention to engage with brands. Therefore, future research could 

investigate how these aspects being affected by brand language style as well as how they 

influence consumers’ engagement intention. Third, this paper examines the impact of brand 

language style on consumer evaluations without considering the possible moderating role 

of brand personality. Consumers might expect brands with different personalities to use 

different language styles (i.e., informal vs. formal) (Gretry et al., 2017), thus adopting a 

formal style might positively violate consumers’ expectation for some brands while 

negatively violate consumers’ expectation for others. Future research could investigate 

how brand personality moderates the relationship between brand language style and 

consumer evaluation of brands.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



101 

 

4 Essay Three: Emojifying the Brand Social Media Posts to Enhance 

Consumer Engagement 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Emoji (previously known as emoticon) is an important communication tool and a lingua 

franca in the digital world (Pardes, 2018). Started as a sequence of keyboard symbols 

imitating facial expressions (e.g., “:-)”, “:-(”, and “^_^”), emoji has evolved into the visual 

icon spanning various categories, such as smileys & people (e.g., , , , , and ), 

animals & nature (e.g., , , , , , and ), food & drink (e.g., , , , , , 

, and ), activity (e.g., , , , , and ), and so on (Riordan, 2017a). The current 

version, Emoji v12.0, has 3019 emojis in total and is still expanding (Unicode.org, 2019). 

According to a report, 74% of Americans use emojis regularly and, on average, they send 

96 emojis per day in text messages and social media (Seiter, 2015). Nearly 50% of the 

Instagram comments include emojis, overtaking the use of internet slangs, such as OMG 

(i.e., oh my god), LOL (i.e., laugh out loud), and AMA (i.e., ask me anything) (Dimson, 

2015). Moreover, on average, over 60 million emojis are sent every day on Facebook, and 

over 5 billion emojis are sent every day on Messenger (Emojipedia.org, 2017). In spite of 

its early adoption in leisure-centered instant message and social media, emoji is gradually 

making its way into task-oriented platforms, such as working emails (Skovholt, Grønning, 

& Kankaanranta, 2014; Walther & D’Addario, 2001), working text messages (Luor et al., 

2010; Wang, Zhao, Qiu, & Zhu, 2014; Willoughby & Liu, 2018), and even government 
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reports (Mosendz, 2014). Emojis have become a significant phenomenon and 

revolutionized the way people communicate in the digital age (Willoughby & Liu, 2018).  

 

The popularity of emojis also attracts social media marketers’ attention. Social media has 

become an important marketing communication channel and provides a platform where 

brands and consumers can engage with each other in a bi-directional way (Dolan et al., 

2016; Gretry et al., 2017; Hutter et al., 2013). On social media, because of the social 

contagion effects, higher consumer engagement usually leads to higher brand awareness 

and consideration (Coursaris et al., 2016b; Cruz et al., 2017; de Vries et al., 2017; Hutter 

et al., 2013), more brand equity and loyalty (Jahn & Kunz, 2012; Wagner et al., 2017), and 

better brand performance (Chung et al., 2014; Colicev et al., 2016; de Vries et al., 2017; 

Kumar et al., 2016). Thus, one primary task of social media marketers is to approach 

creative brand posts to maximize consumer engagement (Evans, 2010; Kacholia, 2013; 

Kim et al., 2015; Tuten & Solomon, 2013). In this case, because of its popularity and 

communicative potential, emoji is increasingly used by brands in their posts on social 

media with the aim of enhancing consumer engagement. It is now common to see brands 

incorporating emojis in their posts, such as “To inspire , one  at a time...” [Facebook 

Post by Starbucks on February 26, 2018, at 12:42 pm] and “Make some #GoogleDuo noise 

for DJ Dada. ” [Tweet Post by Google on April 3, 2018, at 9:27 am]. However, there is 

little evidence that using emojis in brand social media posts positively influences consumer 

engagement. In fact, according to a recent report, consumers think that brands using emojis 

are trying too hard (Hiebert, 2016). Given the prevalence of emojis in brand social media 
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posts, there is a need to better understand the influence of emojis in social media 

communications.  

 

Thus, in this paper, we investigate whether and how incorporating emojis in brand social 

media posts affects consumer engagement with the posts. Specifically, this paper will 

address two research questions: 

 

1) How are emojis used in brand social media posts presently? 

2) Can (how) emojis in brand social media posts influence consumers’ perceptions which, 

in turn, enhance their engagement? 

 

To answer these research questions, we adopted a mixed-method design and conducted 

two studies. First, a field study was conducted to analyze 4,549 social media posts from 

100 brands for two months to answer the first research question. Then, to answer the second 

question, two online experiments were conducted to investigate how using emojis in brand 

social media posts affects consumers’ perceptions of brand posts, which, in turn, influence 

their engagement intention. This paper has many implications. First, this paper investigates 

the impacts of emojis on consumer engagement with brand posts on social media, which, 

deepens our understanding of the communicative effects of emojis in firm-to-consumer 

(F2C) communication on social media. Second, drawing on a perspective of non-verbal 

communication, this paper responds to the recent calls for research on effective brand 

social media content strategies (Kumar, 2015; López et al., 2017; Marketing Science 
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Institute, 2018). Last but not least, this paper provides some practical guidelines for social 

media marketers on their use of emojis in brand posts.  

 

4.2 Theoretical Foundation 

4.2.1 The Communicative Role of Emojis 

An emoji is “iconic, visual representation of an idea, entity, feeling, status or event, that is 

used alongside or instead of words in digital messaging and social media” (Evans, 2015, 

p. 1). Emojis were initially designed as the surrogates for facial expressions or body 

languages to convey emotional tones and non-verbal cues, such as facial expressions, 

gestures, and postures in the computer-mediated communication (CMC) (Crystal, 2006; 

Huang et al., 2008; Luor et al., 2010). Unlike face-to-face communications, where non-

verbal cues are simultaneously sent as the complements to help clarify verbal messages, 

early CMCs lacked non-verbal cues, largely constraining its communicative ability (Lo, 

2008; Walther & D’Addario, 2001). The development and adoption of emojis helped 

address this issue by providing communicators with an easy way to add non-verbal cues 

on their verbal messages in the CMC (Derks, Bos, & Von Grumbkow, 2008; Thompson & 

Filik, 2016; Willoughby & Liu, 2018; Yuasa, Saito, & Mukawa, 2011). Currently, there 

are two general types of emojis, namely, face emojis and non-face emojis (Riordan, 2017a). 

Face emojis were evolved from its predecessor, emoticons (i.e., emotional icons), while 

non-face emojis were added later as the extension (Thompson & Filik, 2016). Because of 

its early emergence as emoticons, face emojis were the major focus of previous research, 

and their communicative roles have been studied widely. Generally, previous research has 

identified two primary communicative roles of face emojis, which are, to portray emotions 
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and to disambiguate messages (Derks et al., 2008; Kaye, Wall, & Malone, 2016; Riordan, 

2017a). First, the face emojis serve as an effective tool for conveying emotions (Kaye et 

al., 2016). Pairing a neutral message with a smiley face makes the message appear more 

positive while pairing it with a frowning face makes it appear more negative than the 

equivalent message without an emoji (Lo, 2008; Luor et al., 2010). In addition to conveying 

emotions, face emojis can also strengthen the emotional intensity of the initial messages. 

For example, a positive message with a smiley face is perceived more positively, and a 

negative message with a frowning face is perceived more negatively than the original 

messages (Derks et al., 2008). Given its significant role in portraying emotional 

information, emojis are increasingly used as a useful machine learning feature for 

sentiment analysis (Wolny, 2016). Second, including face emojis in a message could 

reduce the possibility of misinterpretation of the message, especially when the message is 

ambiguous (Riordan, 2017a; Walther & D’Addario, 2001). That is, face emojis could be 

added to ensure that the message receiver interprets the message as the message sender 

intends (Kaye et al., 2016). For example, when expressing negative feedbacks, including 

liking face emojis (e.g., , , and ) in the feedbacks can help ensure that message 

receivers perceive the intention of the feedback provider in a good way. Although the 

majority of research focuses on face emojis, researchers are increasingly paying attention 

to non-face emojis recently. In practice, non-face emojis are as popular as face emojis on 

social media. According to the Emojitracker.com, a website that monitors the emoji use on 

Twitter in real time, 24 of the top 50 emojis are non-face emojis (at the time accessed by 

the author on April 10, 2018, at 6:00 pm), implying a widely accepted communicative role 

of non-face emojis. Indeed, recent research has shown that non-face emojis can serve the 
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two communicative roles of face emojis as well (Kaye et al., 2016; Riordan, 2017a & 

2017b). For example, it was found that tweets with emojis (either face or non-face) were 

consistently more positive than those without, indicating that non-face emojis carry 

emotional information as well (Novak, Smailović, Sluban, & Mozetič, 2015). Research has 

demonstrated that messages with non-face emojis led to lower ambiguity and higher rating 

confidence than messages without emojis, suggesting that non-face emojis can 

disambiguate messages as well (Riordan, 2017a).  

 

Because of the communicative roles emojis play, it is widely believed that the adoption of 

emojis can lead to many positive effects on the communication (Hsieh & Tseng, 2017; 

Huang et al., 2008; Rodrigues, Lopes, Prada, Thompson, & Garrido, 2017; Skovholt et al., 

2014). However, these positive effects of emojis are not context-free (Luor et al., 2010; 

Kaye et al., 2016). Previous research has shown that people in different genders (Luor et 

al., 2010; Tossell et al., 2012; Wolf, 2000) and ages (Chen & Siu, 2017) or with different 

personalities (Marengo, Giannotta, & Settanni, 2017; Wall, Kaye, & Malone, 2016) and 

cultural backgrounds (Park, Baek, & Cha, 2012; Takahashi, Oishi, & Shimada, 2017) have 

different emoji use preferences and behaviors, implying that one emoji might generate 

different effects on different receivers. Besides, the effects of emojis also vary with 

communication contexts, such as simple vs. complex task-oriented communication (Luor 

et al., 2010), task-oriented vs. socio-emotional contexts (Derks, Bos, & Von Grumbkow, 

2007), positive vs. negative message valences (Derks et al., 2008; Ganster, Eimler, & 

Krämer, 2012), and different virtual platforms (Kaye et al., 2016). For example, while a 

neutral message with a smiley emoji is usually perceived as positivity (Luor et al., 2010), 
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a negative message with a smiley emoji could be perceived as great sarcasm (Derks et al., 

2008). Therefore, before adopting emojis in a new communication context, it is critical to 

investigate whether their positive communicative effects hold in the new context. Since 

using emojis in brand social media posts is a relatively new phenomenon, little research 

has been conducted to examine if the previously identified positive effects of emojis on 

interpersonal communication can be extrapolated to this new context of F2C 

communication. However, given the prevalence of emojis in brand social media posts, the 

effects of emojis in brand social media posts on consumers are worthy of examination. 

Thus, this paper will address this research gap and investigate whether and how the emojis 

in brand social media posts affects consumers in F2C communications. 

 

4.2.2 Consumer Engagement with Brand Posts on Social Media 

Consumer engagement with brand posts on social media has been empirically studied in 

previous research under many conceptualizations (e.g., brand post popularity, brand 

content popularity, message popularity, user interaction, consumer engagement, consumer 

involvement, and consumer response, etc.), being operationalized using different 

measurements (e.g., number of like/comment/share, like/comment/share rations to 

impression, and other variables calculated from number of like/comment/share, etc.), and 

within a variety of contexts (e.g., single/multiple industries, B2B/B2C, product/service, 

etc.) (see Coursaris et al., 2016a; Cruz et al., 2017; Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; de Vries 

et al., 2012; Gutiérrez-Cillán, Camarero-Izquierdo, & San José-Cabezudo, 2017; Kim et 

al., 2015; Kwok & Yu, 2013; Lee et al., 2018; Lei et al., 2017; López et al., 2017; Luarn et 

al., 2015; Sabate et al., 2014; Schultz, 2017; Swani et al., 2013; Swani & Milne, 2017; 
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Swani et al., 2017; Wagner et al., 2017). Across this extant research, three primary 

characteristics of brand social media posts that impact the consumer engagement have been 

identified and empirically tested, namely, 1) content type, 2) media type, and 3) posting 

timing (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; de Vries et al., 2012; Gutiérrez-Cillán et al., 2017; 

Lei et al., 2017; Luarn et al., 2015; Sabate et al., 2014; Schultz, 2017).  

 

Content type refers to ‘what’ brands say. Previous research has categorized the content 

type of brand social media posts using two general methods. Drawing on the uses and 

gratifications theory (U&G theory), the first method categorized the brand posts into four 

categories, i.e., informational, entertainment, remuneration, and social/relational, which 

are consistent with consumers’ motivations of using social media (see Cvijikj & 

Michahelles, 2013; de Vries et al., 2012; de Vries et al., 2017; Jin & Huang, 2017; 

Gutiérrez-Cillán et al., 2017; Luarn et al., 2015; Schultz, 2017). The second categorization 

method, rooted in traditional advertising literature, classified the brand posts into two 

categories, namely, rational (or functional/informational/utilitarian) appeal and emotional 

(or transformational) appeal (see Swani et al., 2014; Swani & Milne, 2017; Swani et al., 

2017; Coursaris et al., 2016a; Wagner et al., 2017). Research using both methods has found 

that consumer engagement varies with the content type of brand posts. Media type refers 

to ‘how’ brands communicate. In practice, brand social media posts are usually in four 

forms, i.e., 1) text, 2) text and picture, 3) text and video, and 4) text and link. Research 

examining media type usually investigated how the different brand post forms impact the 

perceived vividness (or media richness) and interactivity, which, in turn, influence 

consumer engagement. For example, de Vries et al. (2012) found that the vividness level 



109 

 

of a brand post is positively related to the number of likes, and the high interactivity level 

of a brand post is negatively related to the number of likes but positively related to the 

number of comments. Luarn et al. (2015) found that consumers are more engaging (i.e., 

like, comment, share) with brand posts of high interactivity than medium and low 

interactivities. Except for the content and media types, posting timing, which refers to 

‘when’ brands communicate (e.g., weekday/weekend), was also found to influence 

consumer engagement (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; de Vries et al., 2012; Gutiérrez-Cillán 

et al., 2017; Lei et al., 2017; Luarn et al., 2015; Sabate et al., 2014; Schultz, 2017). For 

example, Cvijikj & Michahelles (2013) found that posting on workday can increase the 

number of comments but decrease the number of likes, and posting during the peak hours 

has a negative effect on the number of likes and shares. 

 

While previous research mainly focused on the characteristics of brand posts per se, little 

of them has examined the emojis incorporated in brand social media posts. As a 

characteristic increasingly adopted by brands in their social media posts, the effects of 

emojis remain open to question. However, given the communicative roles that emojis play 

in CMCs, it is very likely that the adoption of emojis in brand posts could positively 

influence consumers’ perception of the posts, and, in turn, enhance their engagement 

behaviors, such as liking, sharing, and commenting on the posts. Taken together, the 

current research will examine whether and how the use of emojis in brand social media 

posts affects consumer engagement with the brand posts. 
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4.3 Hypotheses Development 

Emoji use, perceived media richness, and consumer engagement 

Media richness refers to a communication channel’s transaction capability of rich 

information (Daft & Lengel, 1986). Different communication media vary in richness (Daft 

& Lengel, 1984). For example, at a general level, face-to-face communication has the 

highest media richness, while, the CMC has a relatively low media richness (Daft & Lengel, 

1984). According to media richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1984 & 1986), the richness of 

a communication medium is determined by four factors: 1) the medium’s capability for 

immediate feedback; 2) the medium’s ability to convey multiple cues (i.e., verbal and non-

verbal cues); 3) the medium’s ability to convey personalization; and 4) language variety 

(e.g., various language symbols). Taking the brand social media post as a communication 

medium, incorporating emojis in it can increase its richness in three ways. First, the CMC 

has been recognized for its lack of non-verbal cues for a long time (Derks et al., 2007; Lo, 

2008; Walther & D’Addario, 2001). Given its communicative role, emojis can enrich the 

non-verbal cues of brand social media posts, thus, improving the brand posts’ ability to 

convey multiple cues (Derks et al., 2008; Thompson & Filik, 2016; Willoughby & Liu, 

2018; Yuasa et al., 2011). Second, in the digital world, the use of emojis is often related to 

the communicator’s personality. On the one hand, emoji use reflects the personality of the 

communicator (Marengo et al., 2017; Wall et al., 2016). On the other hand, communicators 

can intentionally convey their personalities by selectively using emojis (Hsieh & Tseng, 

2017; Kaye et al., 2016). Thus, using emojis can improve the brand social media posts’ 

capability to convey personalization. Third, emojis, as a creative visual language that adds 

expressions to the otherwise strictly text-based message, can also increase the linguistic 
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variety of brand social media posts (Luor et al., 2010). Therefore, brand social media posts 

with emojis demonstrate higher richness than posts without emojis. Previous research has 

shown that the richness of brand social media posts is positively related to consumer 

engagement with these posts (Chung et al., 2014; Coursaris et al., 2016a). In the online 

world, media richness is commonly referred to as the vividness (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 

2013; Fortin & Dholakia, 2005; Luarn et al., 2015). Research has found that increasing the 

vividness of a brand social media post can enhance its consumer engagement (Cvijikj & 

Michahelles, 2013; de Vries et al., 2012; Swani & Milne, 2017), but posts with overly-high 

vividness (e.g., posts with video) generate less consumer engagement than posts with 

medium level of vividness (e.g., posts with photos) (Luarn et al., 2015). While adding 

emojis can increase the vividness of brand social media posts, it seems unlikely that such 

effect could be as strong as videos. Therefore, taken the discussions above together, the 

following hypotheses were derived: 

 

H1a: Compared to brand social media posts without emojis, brand posts with emojis will 

result in a higher level of perceived media richness. 

H1b: The increased perceived media richness from emojis leads to higher consumers’ 

intention to engage with brand social media posts. 

 

Emoji use, perceived playfulness, and consumer engagement 

Perceived playfulness refers to an intrinsic belief that is shaped by the individual’s 

experiences with the environment (Moon & Kim, 2001). It is a factor that has been widely 

examined in the field of human-computer interaction. Previous research on perceived 



112 

 

playfulness has mainly treated it as an extension of the technology acceptance model (TAM) 

and examined its effects on individuals’ attitudes toward technologies, such as website 

(Ahn, Ryu, & Han, 2007; Chung & Tan, 2004; Hsu, Chang, & Chen, 2012; Lin, Wu, & 

Tsai, 2005), digital advertising (Gao, Rau, & Salvendy, 2009), social media 

(Sledgianowski & Kulviwat, 2009; Vasalou et al., 2008). According to Moon & Kim 

(2001), there are three dimensions of perceived playfulness: 1) concentration, i.e., the 

extent to which the individual perceives that his/her attention is focused on the interaction; 

2) curiosity, i.e., the extent to which the individual is curious during the interaction; and 3) 

enjoyment, i.e., the extent to which the individual finds the interaction intrinsically 

enjoyable or interesting. While the three dimensions of playfulness are interdependent, in 

practice, they do not always emerge together (Moon & Kim, 2001). Emojis can influence 

the perceived playfulness of brand posts in two ways. For one thing, previous research has 

demonstrated that presenting messages with emojis in CMC is a useful strategy to have 

receivers pay attention to the messages (Willoughby & Liu, 2018). Thus, adding emojis 

can enhance consumers’ concentration on brand posts. For another thing, previous research 

has shown that the majority of emojis convey positive sentiment (e.g., joy) (Novak et al., 

2015; Riordan, 2017b), and using emojis in the text-based CMC can increase message 

receivers’ enjoyment (Huang et al., 2008). Therefore, incorporating emojis can increase 

the perceived playfulness of brand social media posts (Hsieh & Tseng, 2017). Perceived 

playfulness has been found to be positively related to individuals’ engagement intention 

(Ahn et al., 2007; Gao et al., 2009; Lin et al., 2005; Moon & Kim, 2001). Besides, previous 

research has shown that the entertainment value (e.g., perceived degree of enjoyment, fun 

or feelings of relaxation) of brand social media posts can positively influence the consumer 
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engagement with these posts (de Oliveira et al., 2016; Dolan et al., 2016; Luarn et al., 2015), 

indicating that the perceived playfulness is positively related to consumer engagement with 

brand posts on social media. Taken together, the following hypotheses were derived: 

 

H2a: Compared to brand social media posts without emojis, brand posts with emojis will 

result in a higher level of perceived playfulness. 

H2b: The increased perceived playfulness from emojis leads to higher consumers’ 

intention to engage with brand social media posts. 

 

Emoji use, perceived conversational human voice, and consumer engagement 

The conversational human voice is “an engaging and natural style of organizational 

communication as perceived by an organization’s publics based on interactions between 

individuals in the organization and individuals in publics” (Kelleher, 2009, p. 177). It is a 

concept that was first proposed as the opposite of corporate voice to respond to the calls 

for building a collaborative relationship with publics rather than treating them as targets 

(Kelleher & Miller, 2006). Generally speaking, conversational human voice is a more 

natural, informal, and humanizing style of communication that sounds more like 

relationship-oriented conversation, while corporate voice is a more distant, formal, and 

respectful corporate communication that sounds more like task-oriented and profit-driven 

machinery (Barcelos et al., 2018; Sparks et al., 2016; Van Noort & Willemsen, 2012). 

According to Kelleher & Miller (2006), company communication is high regarding the 

level of conversational human voice if it is open to dialog, welcomes conversational 

communication, and provides prompt feedback. Using emojis in brand social media posts 
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can influence their perceived conversational human voice in two ways. First, using emojis 

can create a light mood through making the brand posts less formal and serious and more 

informal and friendly (Kaye et al., 2016), conveying an attitude of welcoming 

conversational communication. Second, since emojis are widely used in inter-personal 

communications on social media, incorporating them in brand social media posts 

demonstrates a convergence-accommodation of brand communication, which, in turn, 

increases the brand communication effort perceived by consumers (Jakic et al., 2017). 

Brands with high perceived communication effort are more likely to be perceived as being 

open to dialog. Therefore, using emojis can increase the perceived conversational human 

voice of brand social media posts. Previous research has shown that adopting a 

conversational human voice in brand online communication can positively influence 

consumers’ evaluation of brand (Barcelos et al., 2018; Gretry et al., 2017; Kelleher, 2009; 

Park & Cameron, 2014; Sparks et al., 2016; Van Noort & Willemsen, 2012). Besides, 

research has found that using a conversational human voice can increase consumers’ 

engagement with the brand (Schamari & Schaefers, 2015). Therefore, taken together, the 

following hypotheses were derived: 

 

H3a: Compared to brand social media posts without emojis, brand posts with emojis will 

result in a higher level of perceived conversational human voice. 

H3b: The increased perceived conversational human voice from emojis leads to higher 

consumers’ intention to engage with brand social media posts. 

 

Emoji use, perceived intimacy, and consumer engagement 
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Intimacy refers to the feelings of closeness, connectedness, and bondedness (Sternberg, 

1986). Originally developed to portray the interpersonal relationship, the concept of 

intimacy was later introduced by marketing researchers to the field of relational marketing 

and used to describe the consumer-brand relationship. Emojis in brand social media posts 

can affect the perceived intimacy in three ways. First, emojis help convey the non-verbal 

cues that are absent in the CMC. While bandwidth narrows, media allow less social 

presence and create more psychological distance and, as a result, the communication 

becomes to be less friendly, impersonal and more serious (Rice & Love, 1987). Emojis, 

because their ability in conveying social cues, can help increase the social presence and 

decrease the psychological distance, which, in turn, increase the perceived intimacy (Derks 

et al., 2007). Second, emojis can express intimacy by showing informality in the 

communication environment (Kelly & Watts, 2015). Emoji use creates an informal and 

conversational mood for communication, thus, increasing the feelings of intimacy (Kaye 

et al., 2016; Riordan, 2017b). Third, the use of emojis intensifies the emotions 

communicated through the messages, and thus, provides the feelings of social intimacy 

(Ayres, 2014; Willoughby & Liu, 2018). Previous research has shown that emoji use 

indeed increases perceived intimacy between communicators (Huang et al., 2008; Janssen 

et al., 2014). Besides, previous research has found that intimacy is positively related to 

consumer engagement (Dimitriu & Guesalaga, 2017; Fang, 2017; Graffigna & Gambetti, 

2015; Islam & Rahman, 2016a; Labrecque, 2014). Therefore, it is reasonable to assume 

that using emojis can increase the perceived intimacy, which, in turn, increase consumer 

engagement with brand posts on social media. Taken the discussions above together, the 

following hypotheses were derived: 
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H4a: Compared to brand social media posts without emojis, brand posts with emojis will 

result in a higher level of perceived intimacy. 

H4b: The increased perceived intimacy from emojis leads to higher consumers’ intention 

to engage with brand social media posts. 

 

4.4 Study 1 

4.4.1 Study Design 

The objective of Study 1 is to answer the first research question: how are emojis used in 

brand social media posts currently. We conducted a field study using Facebook brand pages 

as the research context because Facebook is the most popular social network worldwide, 

with 2.32 billion global monthly active users, of which, 1.52 billion users visit Facebook 

on a daily basis (as of the fourth quarter of 2018) (Statista, 2018a & 2018b). Moreover, 

more than 80 million businesses have created their brand pages on Facebook (Cooper, 

2018), making Facebook the most popular social media marketing communication channel 

worldwide.  

 

4.4.2 Data Collection 

In line with previous research (see Kim et al., 2015), we selected the 100 brands listed in 

the 2018 Interbrand Best Global Brands as our research sample. For brands with multiple 

Facebook pages, only the official pages with the most fans were selected for data collection. 

For each brand, we collected its Facebook posts updated between January 1, 2019 and 

February 28, 2019. For those brand pages where consumers are allowed to post contents 

on the pages, only posts posted by brands were collected. The automatically updated 
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system posts (e.g., xx updated their cover photo/profile picture, and xx added a new 

photo/cover video) and posts that were not in English were excluded. For each brand post, 

the screenshot was taken and saved. Ten brands that did not post any contents during our 

data collection periods were excluded from our sample. Our final dataset included 4,549 

Facebook posts from 90 brands across 16 industries (See Appendix 3a).  

 

4.4.3  Data Analysis 

To analyze the data, we conducted a content analysis following the coding framework in 

Table 4.1. Specifically, for each post, four perspectives were coded: 1) whether the post 

includes emoji(s), 2) the type of emoji(s), and 3) the number of emoji(s). 

 

Table 4.1 Coding Framework for Content Analysis 

Variables Coding Descriptions 

Emoji 

 Yes The post includes at least one emoji. 

 No The post does not include any emojis. 

Type 

 Face The number of face emojis (e.g., , , and ) included in the 

post. 

 Non-Face The number of non-face emojis (e.g., , , and ) included in 

the post. 

Number  The number of emojis in the post. 

 

4.4.4 Findings 

Of the 4,549 brand posts collected, 728 (16%) used 1,130 emojis. Our analysis found that 

the use of emojis varies across industries. First, in terms of the percent of brands using 



118 

 

emojis, we found that media, logistics, and restaurants are three industries that used the 

emojis most broadly (see Figure 4.1). Specifically, all of the brands in the media and 

logistics industries used emojis in their Facebook posts. Energy, luxury, and financial 

services are the three industries that used the emojis least broadly (see Figure 4.1). 

Specifically, no brands in the energy industry used emojis in their Facebook posts.  

 

 

Figure 4.1 The Percent of Brands Using Emojis 

 

Second, in terms of the percent of posts with emojis, we found that beverages, media, 

FMCG are the three industries that used the emojis most widely (see Figure 4.2). The 

percent of posts with emojis of these three industries are 50%, 45%, and 42%, respectively. 

Energy, luxury, and apparel are the three industries that used the emojis least widely (see 

Figure 4.2). Specifically, the percent of posts with emojis of these three industries are 0%, 

0.1%, and 2.4%, respectively. 
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Figure 4.2 The Percent of Posts with Emojis 

 

Third, in terms of the average number of emojis per post (i.e., posts with emojis), we found 

that business services, FMCG and logistics are the three industries that used the emojis 

most intensively (see Figure 4.3). The average numbers of emojis per post for the three 

industries are 4.5, 2.2, and 2.1, respectively. Luxury, apparel, and beverages are the three 

industries that used the emojis least intensively (see Figure 4.3). Specifically, the three 

industries have the same average number of emojis per post of 1.  
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Figure 4.3 Average Number of Emojis per Post 

 

In terms of the type (i.e., face vs. non-face) of emojis (see Figure 4.4), of the 1,130 emojis, 

137 were face emojis, while 993 were non-face emojis. The numbers of brand posts that 

use face emojis, non-face emojis and both are 62, 610, and 56, respectively. Thus, non-face 

emojis are the most popular type used in brand Facebook posts.  

 

   

Figure 4.4 Type of Emojis 

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

4.5

5

0

500

1000

1500

Face Non-Face

Type of Emojis

Number of Emojis

0

200

400

600

800

Face Non-Face Both

Type of Emojis

Number of Posts



121 

 

4.4.5 Discussion 

In Study 1, we answered the question, how emojis are used in brand social media posts 

currently. Based on the analyses of Facebook posts updated by 100 brands in two months, 

we found that 1) the use of emojis varies largely across industries; 2) the most widely used 

emoji type is non-face emojis.  

 

4.5 Study 2 

4.5.1 Study Design 

In Study 2, the scenario-based experimental method was employed to answer our second 

research question. The experimental method is appropriate because it can enhance the 

control over potential extraneous variables and enables one to manipulate different 

treatments (Smith, Bolton, & Wagner, 1999). Research that examines the communicative 

effects of emojis has been primarily based on the scenario-based experimental method (see 

Derks et al., 2007; Derks et al., 2008; Luor et al., 2010; Riordan, 2017a; Wang, Zhao, Qiu, 

& Zhu, 2014; Willoughby & Liu, 2018). Therefore, in line with previous research, we 

conducted scenario-based experiments to test the hypotheses developed in this paper. In 

this study, we adopted the one factor (Emoji use: with emoji vs. without emoji) between-

subjects design and conducted two experiments to test our hypotheses.  

 

4.5.2 Experiment 1 

The objective of Experiment 1 is to test our hypotheses using a B2C brand. In this 

experiment, we followed the one factor (Emoji use: with emoji vs. without emoji) between-

subjects design. 
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Stimuli 

The simulated Facebook brand posts from a fictitious grocery store brand, Farm Fresh 

Grocery, were designed and used as the experimental stimuli. Specifically, we designed a 

post that interacts with consumers by asking a question. Two versions of the post were 

designed to manipulate the use of emoji (see Appendix 3b). The posts were designed in the 

‘text + picture’ style because it is the most common type of Facebook posts. To ensure the 

realism, we developed the brand posts based on real Facebook posts of grocery store brands 

(Barcelos et al., 2018; Gretry et al., 2017; Jensen et al. 2013; Sparks et al., 2016). 

 

Participants and procedure 

A total of 109 U.S. residents (48% female, Mage = 29.8) were recruited from the Amazon 

Mechanical Turk (MTurk) as participants. MTurk is a crowdsourcing marketplace for work 

that requires human intelligence. It allows requesters to access human intelligence in a 

simple, scalable, and cost-effective way. Previous research has suggested that MTurk can 

provide more demographically diverse samples than traditional convenience samples (e.g., 

student samples, standard Internet samples) (Berinsky et al., 2012; Buhrmester et al., 2011), 

thus, is a viable alternative for conducting online experiments (Chen, Kim, & Lin, 2015; 

Paolacci et al., 2010). To ensure the data quality, in line with previous research (e.g., 

Barcelos et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2018; Peer et al., 2014), we restricted participants to MTurk 

workers with high reputation (above 95% task-approval rates, minimum 500 completed 

HITs). The procedure is described as follows. Participants were randomly assigned to one 

of the two conditions (i.e., post with emojis vs. post without emojis) and instructed that 

they would be reading a Facebook post. After reading the assigned post for as long as they 
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wanted, participants were asked to complete a survey including the measures of this 

research’s interest. 

 

Measurement 

The measurements were adapted from previous research (see Table 4.2). Perceived media 

richness, perceived playfulness, perceived conversational human voice, perceived intimacy, 

and intention to engage were all measured using multiple items. All items were evaluated 

in a 7-point Likert scale. For manipulation check, we measured the participants’ awareness 

of the existence of emojis by asking “Does the Facebook post that you read include any 

emoji(s)?”. We also measured the manipulation realism using one item adapted from 

Barcelos et al. (2018): “To what extent did you find this social media content realistic” (1 

= not realistic at all, 7 = very realistic). In addition to the primary measures of interest, we 

also measured participants’ age, gender, first language (i.e., whether English or not), and 

Facebook intensity as control variables. To potentially identify and remove participants 

who do not respond to the questionnaire carefully, an instructed response item was included 

as an attention check (see Meade & Craig, 2012; Sparks et al., 2016). The item was 

included amongst the measure of perceived conversational human voice and phrased as 

follows: “This is an attention check question, please click the response corresponding to 

‘strongly disagree’ for this question”. Four participants who did not comply were removed 

from our sample. We also implemented an objective-guessing question at the end of the 

survey to assess whether participants are aware of the research objective. Responses 

indicated that participants were not aware of the research objective. 
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Table 4.2 The Measurement of Variables 

Variable Source Measurement Items ɑ 

Perceived 

media 

richness 

Carlson & 

Zmud (1999) 

 The brand communicates a variety of different cues in 

this post. 

 The brand uses rich and varied language in this post. 

.74 

Perceived 

playfulness 

Hsieh & Tseng 

(2017); Huang 

et al. (2008); 

Moon & Kim 

(2001) 

 When reading this brand post, I do not realize the time 

elapsed. 

 When reading this brand post, I am not aware of any 

noise. 

 I enjoy reading this brand post. 

 It is fun to read this brand post.  

 Reading this brand post stimulates my curiosity. 

 Reading this brand post arouses my imagination. 

.93 

Perceived 

conversational 

human voice 

Kelleher & 

Miller (2006); 

Van Noort & 

Willemsen 

(2012) 

 The brand invites people to conversation. 

 The brand is open to dialogue.  

 The brand uses conversation-style communication. 

 The brand tries to communicate in a human voice. 

.91 

Perceived 

intimacy 

Barcelos et al. 

(2018) 

 The brand post creates a sense of closeness. 

 I feel close to the brand. 

.87 

Intention to 

engage 

de Oliveira et al. 

(2016) 

If you were one follower of this brand on Facebook, how 

likely are you to 

 to engage with this post 

 to like this post 

 to share this post 

 to comment on this post 

.90 
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Facebook 

Intensity 

Ellison et al. 

(2007) 

 Facebook is part of my everyday activity 

 I am proud to tell people I’m on Facebook 

 Facebook has become part of my daily routine 

 I feel out of touch when I haven’t logged onto 

Facebook for a while 

 I feel I am part of the Facebook community 

 I would be sorry if Facebook shut down 

.94 

 

Results 

Manipulation checks 

The manipulation checks indicated that our manipulations were effective. Participants in 

the with-emoji condition showed a significantly higher emoji awareness than did those in 

the without-emoji condition (Mwith-emoji = .79; Mwithout-emoji = .25; F(1,104) = 44.53, p = .000). 

The realism check showed that the mean of perceived realism is significantly higher than 

the neutral scale point of 4 (M = 5.83, t(105) = 14.43, p = .000) indicating that participants 

perceived our manipulations to be realistic. In addition, a one-way ANOVA showed that 

the perceived realism did not differ between the two conditions (F(1,104) = .551, p = .46). 

 

Hypotheses testing 

To test our hypotheses, we first conducted a one-way MANCOVA in which perceived 

playfulness, perceived conversational human voice, perceived intimacy, and perceived 

media richness served as dependent variables, the emoji manipulation served as 

independent variable, and Facebook intensity as the covariate. In this model, we only 

included Facebook intensity as the covariate because we did not observe any significant 
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effects of age, gender, or first language. As expected, the results of MANCOVA revealed 

a significant main effect of emoji manipulation (Wilks’ λ = .849, F(4,99) = 4.39, p = .003, 

ηp
2

 = .151). Specifically, participants exposed to the post with emojis showed higher 

perceived media richness (Mwith-emoji = 4.49; Mwithout-emoji = 3.88; F(1,102) = 7.09, p = .009), 

perceived playfulness (Mwith-emoji = 5.14; Mwithout-emoji = 4.23; F(1,102) = 14.62, p = .000), 

perceived conversational human voice (Mwith-emoji = 5.47; Mwithout-emoji = 4.98; F(1,102) = 

4.80, p = .03), and perceived intimacy (Mwith-emoji = 4.53; Mwithout-emoji = 3.99; F(1,102) = 

3.81, p = .054) than those exposed to the post without emojis; thereby, H1a, H2a, H3a were 

supported and H4a was marginally supported. 

 

To test the rest of the hypotheses, we conducted the mediation analyses using the 

PROCESS Model 4 with 5,000 bootstrapping samples (Hayes, 2017). In the regression 

model, the dependent variable was intention to engage, the independent variable was emoji 

manipulation, the mediators were perceived media richness, perceived playfulness, 

perceived conversational human voice, and perceived intimacy, and the covariate was 

Facebook intensity. The results revealed that the use of emojis significantly increases the 

perceived playfulness (b = .91, t = 3.82, p = .000), which, in turn, leads to significantly 

higher intention to engage (b = .73, t = 5.20, p = .000) (see Figure 4.5). Further, the results 

revealed that the perceived playfulness mediated the effect of emoji on intention to engage 

(indirect effect = .66, 95% CI = .26 to 1.09), as the bootstrap confidence intervals for the 

indirect effects did not include zero. Therefore, the H1b was supported. We did not find 

similar mediation effects of perceived conversational human voice (indirect effect = -.11, 

95% CI = -.32 to .03), perceived intimacy (indirect effect = .22, 95% CI = -.01 to .52), and 
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perceived media richness (indirect effect = .03, 95% CI = -.11 to .19); thereby, H2b, H3b 

and H4b were not supported. 
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Figure 4.5 The Results of Mediation Analysis 

 

Discussion 

The results of Experiment 1 showed that incorporating emojis in the B2C brand post can 

increase consumers’ perception of playfulness (H1a), conversational human voice (H2a), 

intimacy (H3a), and media richness (H4a). However, only the increased perceived 

playfulness can lead to higher engagement intention (H1b). One possible explanation for 

this is that the effect of perceived playfulness ruled out the effects of other consumer 
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perceptions (i.e., perceived conversational human voice, perceived intimacy, and perceived 

media richness). Our results revealed a significant role that perceived playfulness plays in 

enhancing consumer engagement and perceived playfulness, which receives relatively little 

attention in current brand communications literature, should be examined more in future 

research. In Experiment 1, we tested our hypotheses using the post from a fictitious B2C 

brand. However, the results of Study 1 indicated that now B2B brands also use emojis in 

their social media posts. So we conducted another experiment to test our hypotheses using 

a fictitious B2B brand. 

 

4.5.3 Experiment 2 

The objective of Experiment 2 is to test our hypotheses using a B2B brand. In this 

experiment, we still followed the one factor (Emoji use: with emoji vs. without emoji) 

between-subjects design. 

 

Stimuli 

Similar to Experiment 1, we designed and used the simulated Facebook brand posts from 

a fictitious marketing consulting brand, Innovax Consulting, as the experimental stimuli. In 

this experiment, we designed a post that announces a product update. Two versions of the 

post were designed to manipulate the use of emoji (see Appendix 3c). The posts were 

designed in the ‘text + picture’ style, and, to ensure the realism, we developed the brand 

posts based on real Facebook posts of marketing consulting brands (Barcelos et al., 2018; 

Gretry et al., 2017; Jensen et al. 2013; Sparks et al., 2016). 
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Participants and procedure 

A total of 113 U.S. residents (52% female, Mage = 30.2) were recruited from the Amazon 

Mechanical Turk (MTurk) as participants. Similar to Experiment 1, we restricted 

participants to MTurk workers with high reputation (above 95% task-approval rates, 

minimum 500 completed HITs). The procedure is same as Experiment 1. 

 

Measurement 

The measures of the variables are the same as that of Experiment 1. For dependent variables, 

we used the perceived media richness (ɑ = .83), perceived playfulness (ɑ = .94), perceived 

conversational human voice (ɑ = .91), perceived intimacy (ɑ = .91), and intention to engage 

(ɑ = .87). For manipulation check, we measured the participants’ awareness of the 

existence of emojis and perceived realism of manipulation. Similar to Experiment 1, for 

control variables, we measured participants’ age, gender, first language (i.e., whether 

English or not), and Facebook intensity (ɑ = .93).  

 

Results 

Manipulation checks 

The manipulation checks indicated that our manipulations were effective. Participants in 

the with-emoji condition showed a significantly higher emoji awareness than did those in 

the without-emoji condition (Mwith-emoji = .74; Mwithout-emoji = .14; F(1,111) = 61.77, p = .000). 

The realism check showed that the mean of perceived realism is significantly higher than 

the neutral scale point of 4 (M = 5.65, t(112) = 11.30, p = .000) indicating that participants 



130 

 

perceived our manipulations to be realistic. In addition, a one-way ANOVA showed that 

the perceived realism did not differ between the two conditions (F(1,111) = .16, p = .69). 

 

Hypotheses testing 

To test our hypotheses, we first conducted a one-way MANCOVA in which perceived 

media richness, perceived playfulness, perceived conversational human voice, and 

perceived intimacy served as dependent variables, the emoji manipulation served as 

independent variable, and Facebook intensity as the covariate. In this model, we only 

included Facebook intensity as the covariate because we did not observe any significant 

effects of age, gender, or first language. The results of MANCOVA did not reveal a 

significant main effect of emoji manipulation (Wilks’ λ = .981, F(4,107) = .51, p = .73, ηp
2
 

= .019). The univariate analyses revealed that participants exposed to the post with emojis 

did not show higher perceived media richness (Mwith-emoji = 3.63; Mwithout-emoji = 3.53; 

F(1,110) = .25, p = .62), perceived playfulness (Mwith-emoji = 3.67; Mwithout-emoji = 3.57; 

F(1,110) = .30, p = .58), perceived conversational human voice (Mwith-emoji = 4.20; Mwithout-

emoji = 4.26; F(1,110) = .05, p = .83), or perceived intimacy (Mwith-emoji = 3.33; Mwithout-emoji 

= 3.51; F(1,110) = .23, p = .63) than those exposed to the post without emojis. Thus, our 

hypotheses were not supported in this experiment. 

 

Discussion 

The results of Experiment 2 showed that incorporating emojis in the B2B brand post cannot 

increase consumers’ perception of playfulness (H1a), conversational human voice (H2a), 

intimacy (H3a), or media richness (H4a). Therefore, the mediation effects of consumers’ 
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perceptions were not supported (H1b, H2b, H3b, H4b). Considering the role of emojis in 

communication (i.e., the supplement of textual content), one possible explanation for this 

result is that the effects of emojis are primarily reinforced, not transformative. For example, 

properly using emojis can reinforce a playful brand post (e.g., B2C brand post) to be more 

playful, but cannot transform a non-playful brand post (e.g., B2B brand post) to be playful. 

Thus, in designing the engaging social media posts, brands cannot solely rely on the use of 

emojis; instead, brands should also pay attention to the contents of the posts as well.  

 

4.6 Discussion 

Through a mixed-method research, this paper investigated 1) the current state of emoji use 

in brand social media posts; and 2) how incorporating emojis in brand social media posts 

affects consumers’ perceptions and, in turn, engagement intention. Based on the analyses 

of 4,549 Facebook posts updated by 100 brands in two months, we found that, although 

varying across industries, brands currently mainly use non-face emojis to reinforce the post 

contents. We also found that incorporating emojis in the B2C brand post can increase 

consumers’ perception of playfulness (H1a), conversational human voice (H2a), intimacy 

(H3a), and media richness (H4a) and the increased perceived playfulness can further lead 

to higher intention to engage with the posts. However, we did not find similar effects of 

emojis for B2B brand posts.  

 

4.6.1 Implications 

Theoretical implications 
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This paper has many theoretical implications. First, this paper examines the communicative 

effects of emojis in the context of brand-consumer communication on social media. Since 

emojis are a relatively new phenomenon, only a little research has been done to investigate 

how they affect the way people communicate and process information (Luor et al., 2010; 

Willoughby & Liu, 2018). While these research efforts have been limited in the context of 

interpersonal communication (see Derks et al., 2007; Hsieh & Tseng, 2017; Huang et al., 

2008; Kaye et al., 2016; Luor et al., 2010; Riordan, 2017a; Wang, Zhao, Qiu, & Zhu, 2014; 

Willoughby & Liu, 2018), this paper investigates the effects of emojis in a new context of 

firm-to-consumer (F2C) communication on social media, thus, extends the previous 

research. Second, this paper responds to the recent calls for research on effective brand 

social media content strategies (Kumar, 2015; López et al., 2017; Marketing Science 

Institute, 2018). Different from previous research that examines the effects of brand social 

media posts on consumer engagement, where specific post characteristics (e.g., content 

type, media type, and posting timing) were major focuses, this paper investigates whether 

and how the use of emojis in brand social media posts affects consumers’ engagement, 

presenting a complement to previous research. Third, while previous research has 

identified the impacts of brand social media post characteristics (see Coursaris et al., 2016a; 

Cruz et al., 2017; Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; de Vries et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2015; 

Kwok & Yu, 2013; Lee et al., 2018; Lei et al., 2017; Luarn et al., 2015; Sabate et al., 2014; 

Schultz, 2017; Swani et al., 2013; Swani & Milne, 2017; Swani et al., 2017; Wagner et al., 

2017), few of them has explained how such impacts occur. This paper, except for the 

impact of emojis on consumer engagement with brand posts on social media, also examines 
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how the impact occurs by investigating its occurrence mechanism, providing a more 

profound understanding of the role that emojis play in enhancing consumer engagement.   

 

Managerial implications 

This paper also has many implications for social media marketers. First, emojis now are 

widely used by B2C brands in social media posts as they are believed to be able to enhance 

the consumer-brand interactions. However, no evidence has demonstrated that such effects 

indeed exist. The paper provides empirical evidence for the effects of emojis on consumer 

engagement with brand posts on social media, thus, provides support for the wide use of 

emojis in brand social media posts. While some B2B brands are also using emojis in their 

social media posts, the results of this paper revealed that, to benefit from the use of emojis, 

B2B brands might need to pay more attention to create new innovative ways of using 

emojis. Second, although this paper adopted a lens of emoji, the findings can be extended 

to other brand social media post characteristics as well. In this paper, we found that 

perceived playfulness of brand social media posts can lead to higher consumer engagement 

intention. Thus, to enhance consumer engagement, social media marketers can also try to 

incorporate other brand post features that improve the perceived playfulness. For example, 

social media marketers could incorporate gamification in the posts as it can improve the 

perceived playfulness. Third, for the brands that have not employed the communicative 

effects of emojis in social media posts, the portray of the current state of emoji use provide 

a roadmap and a practical guide for how emojis could be incorporated in their social media 

posts.  
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4.6.2 Limitations and Future Research 

The proposed research is not without limitations. First, our research was conducted in the 

context of Facebook brand pages. However, previous research has shown that users’ 

attitudes toward emojis vary across social media platforms (Kaye et al., 2016). Thus, the 

communicative effects of emojis might vary across social media platforms. Future research 

can repeat our research on other social media platforms (e.g., Twitter, Instagram, and 

Pinterest) to examine whether the findings in this paper are valid across different social 

media platforms. Second, our examination of the current state of emoji use in brand social 

media posts is limited by our sample size and time duration of data collection. Future 

research could employ big data analytics and examine a bigger sample within a longer time 

duration to provide a longitudinal and evolutional analysis for emoji use in brand social 

media posts. Future research also could do a comparative analysis to explore how emojis 

are used differently across social media platforms. Third, the proposed research examines 

the impact of emojis on consumer engagement without considering the possible moderating 

role of consumers’ characteristics (e.g., personality and cultural backgrounds). Consumers 

with different characteristics might respond to emojis in different ways (Chen & Siu, 2017; 

Luor et al., 2010; Marengo et al., 2017; Tossell et al., 2012; Wall et al., 2016; Wolf, 2000). 

For example, adopting emojis in brand social media posts might largely influence some 

consumers; while only slightly (or even not) influence the others. Future research could 

investigate how consumer characteristics moderate the impacts of emojis on consumer 

engagement with brand posts on social media.  
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5 Conclusion 

 

The rapid and massive proliferation of social media has revolutionized the way that brands 

and consumers connect, communicate, and interact with each other. Traditional one-way 

(i.e., from brands to consumers) communication is gradually being replaced with the new 

two-way and multiple-way (i.e., between brands and consumers) communications. The role 

that consumers play in shaping brands has never been as important as today. Regarding 

marketing communication, this might be the best of the times, i.e., it has never been this 

easy for brands to reach millions of consumers with just one ‘click’; this might also be the 

worst of the times, i.e., it has never been such challenging for brands to contend for 

consumers’ attention, induce consumers’ interaction, and maintain consumers’ 

engagement. This thesis addresses one small piece of the big puzzle of marketing 

communication in the social media era, with the aim of improving our understanding of 

consumer-brand engagement behavior on social media. The omnibus objective of this 

thesis is to understand how to enhance consumer engagement with brand posts on social 

media through the lens of linguistics.  

 

To achieve this goal, we conducted three independent but related studies. In essay one, we 

investigate how the linguistic styles (i.e., emotionality, complexity, and informality) of 

brand social media posts influence consumer engagement. Drawing on the communication 

accommodation theory (CAT) (Giles, Taylor, & Bourhis, 1973) and literature on 

psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic research, we conducted a field study and found that 

the brand posts’ linguistic styles significantly impact consumer engagement, but the effects 
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vary regarding the three types of consumer engagement (i.e., like, share, comment). In 

essay two, we examine which language style (i.e., formal vs. informal) should brand adopt 

in responding to consumer comments with different valences (i.e., positive vs. negative) to 

improve consumers’ trust and satisfaction toward the brand and, in turn, enhance their 

intention to engage with the brand in future. Drawing on the language expectancy theory 

(LET) (Burgoon, 1993; Burgoon & Miller, 1985), we conducted two scenario-based 

experiments and found that the consumer comment valence and brand response language 

style interactively impact consumers’ evaluation of the brand, which, in turn, influence 

their intention to engage with the brand in the future. In essay three, we explore whether 

and how incorporating emojis in brand social media posts affects consumer engagement 

with the posts. Drawing on the media richness theory (MRT) (Daft & Lengel, 1984 & 1986) 

and computer-mediated communication (CMC) literature (Crystal, 2006; Huang, Yen, & 

Zhang, 2008; Luor, Wu, Lu, & Tao, 2010), we conducted two studies. First, we conducted 

a field study to portray the current state of emoji use in brand social media posts. Second, 

we conducted two online experiments to investigate the impacts of emojis in brand social 

media posts on consumers’ perceptions of brand posts and engagement intention. We found 

that incorporating emojis in B2C brand posts positively impact consumers’ perceptions of 

the brand, which, in turn, improve their engagement intention; however, we did not find 

such relationship in case of B2B brand posts. Together, the findings of three essays deepen 

our understanding of the role that brand language plays in brand-consumer 

communications on social media, especially, in improving consumers’ perceptions of 

brands and enhancing their engagement with brand posts on social media. While the 

implications and limitations of each essay are presented in the preceding chapters, from an 
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integrative aspect, this thesis, as a whole, has a number of theoretical and managerial 

implications, as well as some limitations.  

 

5.1 Theoretical Implications 

This thesis has many theoretical implications. First, it addresses many research gaps and 

responds to recent calls for research on consumer engagement (Kumar, 2015; Marketing 

Science Institute, 2018) and research on brand linguistics (Carnevale et al., 2017). 

Consumer engagement with brand posts on social media has been empirically studied in 

previous research under many conceptualizations (e.g., brand post popularity, brand 

content popularity, message popularity, user interaction, consumer engagement, and 

consumer involvement, etc.), being operationalized using different measurements (e.g., 

number of like/comment/share, like/comment/share rations to impression, and other 

variables calculated from number of like/comment/share, etc.), and within a variety of 

contexts (e.g., single/multiple industries, B2B/B2C, product/service, etc.) (see Coursaris, 

van Osch, & Balogh, 2016; Cruz, Leonhardt, & Pezzuti, 2017; Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2013; 

de Vries, Gensler, & Leeflang, 2012; Gutiérrez-Cillán, Camarero-Izquierdo, & San José-

Cabezudo, 2017; Kim, Spiller, & Hettche, 2015; Kwok & Yu, 2013; Lee, Hosanagar, & 

Nair, 2018; Lei, Pratt, & Wang, 2017; López et al., 2017; Luarn, Lin, & Chiu, 2015; Sabate 

et al., 2014; Schultz, 2017; Wagner, Baccarella, & Voigt, 2017). Slightly differing in 

research design (e.g., sample size and variable operationalization), previous research is 

mainly rooted in a stimuli-response model; that is, they only focused on investigating the 

relationship between characteristics of brand posts, e.g., content type, media type, and 

posting time, (the stimuli) and consumer engagement (the behavioral response). This thesis 
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contributes to current research on consumer engagement with brand posts on social media 

by extending this oversimplified model in three ways (see Figure 5.1).  

 

Stimuli
Response: 
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Consumers  

perception

Brand 

response
F2C 

Communication 

Theories

Interpersonal 

Communication 

Theories

Previous Research This Thesis

Extension 1 

(Essay #1, #2)

Extension 2 

(Essay #2)

Extension 3 

(Essay #2, #3)

 

Figure 5.1 Summary of Three Papers at the Conceptual Level 

 

First, this thesis extends the current research model by introducing the application of 

interpersonal communication theories (e.g., CAT and LET) in a F2C communication 

context. While previous research was mainly dependent on the F2C communication 

theories (e.g., traditional advertising literature and marketing communication theory), 

recent research has proposed that interpersonal communication theories could also be 

employed to understand brand social media content strategy as the brand-consumer 

engagement on social media has a far more complicated structure than traditional F2C 

communication, and consumers tend to relate to brands the same way as they relate to 
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people in general (Kim, Spiller, & Hettche, 2015; Pinto & Yagnik, 2017). Through 

positioning on a broader theoretical foundation, this thesis provides many new insights for 

researchers. For example, through the lens of brand language style (i.e., verbal and non-

verbal), this thesis identifies some opportunities for future research. As language becomes 

an essential medium that connects brands and consumers in the context of social media, it 

is worth unveiling its communicative role and impacts on consumers. This thesis presents 

a step forward towards this direction that future research can stride. Second, this thesis 

extends the current research model by considering the potential moderating effects on the 

relationship between stimuli and response. Specifically, in essay two, we examined the 

moderating effects of brand response informality on the relationship between consumer 

comment valence and consumers’ perception and engagement intention. Through 

considering the possible moderators, this thesis identifies many research opportunities and 

extends the current research model. Third, this thesis extends the current research model 

by taking a step further and digging into the black box between the stimuli and the behavior. 

Due to the dependence on the stimuli-response model, current understanding of consumer 

engagement with brand social media posts is at a superficial level; that is, researchers know 

what (i.e., what brand post characteristics can impact consumer engagement) but do not 

know why (i.e., why some brand post characteristics can impact consumer engagement 

while others cannot). For example, previous research revealed that, to increase consumer 

engagement, the best media type of brand posts is a combination of text and image, but did 

not explain why this media type is mostly embraced by consumers. This thesis uncovers 

the mechanism between stimuli (e.g., linguistic styles of brand posts, brand response 

informality, use of emojis) and response (e.g., like, share, and comment) by investigating 
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the mediation role of consumer perceptions, through which, this thesis further deepens our 

understanding of consumer engagement behavior. 

 

Second, this thesis extends the traditional communication theories (i.e., CAT, LET, MRT) 

by applying them in a new research context, through which, it re-validates these theories 

and extends their generalizability. While previous research mainly applied the traditional 

communication theories in the studies of inter-personal communications, this paper 

extends the theoretical generalizability of these theories by applying them in a relatively 

new research context of brand-consumer communications on social media. This new 

research context brings in a new interlocutor-relationship (i.e., brand-consumer 

communication), a new communication modality (i.e., non-concurrent computer-mediated 

communication on social media) as well as many new linguistic features (i.e., social media 

language, e.g., at-mention, hashtag, and emojis); thus re-examines and re-validates these 

traditional communication theories.  

 

Last, but not the least, this thesis presents and demonstrates the value of interdisciplinary 

and mixed-method designed research. This thesis is rooted in many disciplines, i.e., 

Information Systems, Marketing, Communication, and Linguistics, and dependent on 

literature on various topics, e.g., consumer engagement, computer-mediated 

communication (both verbal and non-verbal), advertising, psycholinguistic, and 

sociolinguistics. In terms of research design, this thesis employed both field study based 

on text mining and experiment approaches. The interdisciplinary and mixed-method design 

brings many new theoretical insights that help us achieve the research objective and 



141 

 

provides a solid foundation that supports the extension of the previous research model. 

From this perspective, this thesis provides an example that, to some extent, demonstrates 

the value of the interdisciplinary and mixed-method designed research.  

 

5.2 Managerial Implications 

Social media has become one of the most important communication channels for marketers. 

In the current practice, one primary task of social media marketers is to enhance consumer 

engagement with brand posts on social media. While consumer engagement is the most 

prevalent matrix to evaluate social media marketing, marketing practitioners are struggling 

with effective content strategies. Previous research has explored how to enhance consumer 

engagement with brand posts on social media from many perspectives, but little of them 

have examined the potential role of brand language. The soaring volume of brand-

consumer conversations, the high dependence on verbal language in online 

communications, and the diversified social media language characteristics highlight the 

need for research that investigates the effects of brand language in the context of social 

media and provides guidelines regarding which language style brands should use to 

improve their relationships with consumers. With the concept that language matters, this 

thesis investigates the role that brand language plays in marketing communications on 

social media and provides many guidelines that are highly relevant to current social media 

marketing practices.  

 

This thesis has many managerial implications. First, our findings show that social media 

marketers can purposefully manipulate their linguistic styles by incorporating specific 
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linguistic features (e.g., long words, pronouns, emojis, hashtags, etc.) and enhance 

consumer engagement by carefully designing their linguistic styles for every touch-point 

(i.e., designing brand post content, responding consumer comments) of their 

communications with consumers on social media. From this perspective, this thesis 

provides social media marketers with many guidelines regarding how to enhance consumer 

engagement with brand posts by adjusting their language styles. Second, social media 

marketers now tend to use some language features (e.g., informal expressions, emojis, etc.) 

widely and, sometimes, unconsciously in their communications with consumers on social 

media as they think that these features, while being consistent with the social media 

environment, might help create a conversational circumstance and enhance consumer 

engagement (Beukeboom et al., 2015). However, there is no evidence that adopting these 

language features is optimal for all situations. The findings of this thesis indicate that the 

communicative effects of language styles vary across different communication scenarios (e.g., 

positive and negative consumer emotions). While using some language styles is appropriate in 

some scenarios, using these language styles might be inappropriate in the other scenarios. 

Therefore, social media marketers should test the effects of a language style before applying it 

in their communications with consumers. Third, although this thesis focuses on how to enhance 

consumer engagement with brand posts on social media, its findings are meaningful to many 

other marketing areas as well. For example, the findings of this paper are meaningful to online 

consumer complaint (or negative word of mouth) management. As consumers are increasingly 

using social media to convey their negative experiences with brands, online consumer 

complaint management is becoming a big challenge for social media marketers. Therefore, it 

is significant for brands to develop effective communication mechanisms to manage online 
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consumer complaint (Chang et al., 2015; Einwiller & Steilen, 2015; Istanbulluoglu, 2017). 

Through the lens of linguistic style, this paper revealed that communicating with consumers 

using the proper language style can address the harms caused by negative consumer comments, 

thus, identifying a useful strategy for online consumer complaint management.  

 

5.3 Limitations and Future Research 

Despite the implications mentioned above, this thesis is not without its limitation. First, 

this thesis does not break the realm of current social media marketing practice. In this thesis, 

we examine the linguistic styles of brand social media posts, the informality of brand 

response, and the use of emojis in brand social media posts and their impacts on consumer 

engagement. These techniques, despite the lack of theoretical support, have been more or 

less incorporated in the current social media marketing practices by some brands. Future 

research could explore other potential forms of brand social media posts and design new 

features that are currently not being used by brands to enhance consumer engagement. 

Second, in this thesis, our studies were conducted in the context of Facebook brand pages. 

We chose Facebook as the research context because it is the largest social media platform 

that is embraced by most brands. However, previous research has shown that users’ 

behaviors vary across social media platforms (Hughes, Rowe, Batey, & Lee, 2012; Kaye 

et al., 2016). Thus, the communicative effects of linguistic styles might vary across social 

media platforms. Future research can repeat our research on other social media platforms 

(e.g., Twitter, Instagram, and Pinterest) to examine whether the findings in this thesis are 

valid across different social media platforms. Third, our studies were conducted in the 

context of Facebook brand pages, where brand posts, although often including images and 
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videos, are usually centered in the text contents. In this case, it is not surprising that 

linguistic styles can play significant roles in influencing consumers’ engagement. However, 

in other social media platforms where the text is not at the center of brand posts, such as 

Instagram (where brand posts are usually centered in photos) and YouTube (where brand 

posts are usually centered in videos), it would be worth exploring whether the linguistic 

style still influences consumer engagement. 

 

Given the novelty of social media marketing communication, enhancing and maintaining 

consumer engagement seems to be an exploratory journey filled with trials and errors. The 

potential of social media is so huge that even the most successful brand seems to have not 

wholly unfolded its benefits. We hope that this thesis could deepen our understanding of 

consumer-brand engagement behavior on social media as well as take a step further 

unfolding the benefits of social media for marketing.  
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Appendix 1. Dataset Description: Essay One 

Brand Number of Posts Number of Followers Industry 

3M 177 4,368,787 Diversified 

Accenture 88 514,510 Business Services 

Adidas 6 32,416,547 Apparel 

Adobe 134 1,127,933 Technology 

Allianz 114 1,195,143 Financial Services 

Amazon 314 27,567,984 Technology 

American Express 38 7,393,456 Financial Services 

AT&T 215 6,236,160 Telecom 

Audi 84 10,947,697 Automotive 

Bank of America 282 2,766,276 Financial Services 

BASF 112 417,355 Diversified 

BMW 331 19,832,326 Automotive 

Boeing 71 1,115,848 Aerospace 

Budweiser 9 14,623,165 Alcohol 

Burberry 22 16,952,641 Luxury 

Canon 210 1,550,893 Technology 

Cartier 96 4,299,198 Luxury 

Caterpillar 2 8,318 Heavy Equipment 

Chanel 84 20,515,842 Luxury 

Chase 127 3,756,757 Financial Services 

Chevrolet 68 20,249,461 Automotive 

Cisco 395 916,009 Technology 

Citi 65 1,150,056 Financial Services 

Coach 130 6,883,973 Luxury 
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Coca-Cola 5 107,101,026 Beverages 

Colgate 2 2,764,124 Consumer Packaged Goods 

Corona 9 14,550,150 Alcohol 

Costco 325 1,632,881 Retail 

CVS 93 2,195,200 Retail 

Danone 57 284,994 Consumer Packaged Goods 

DHL 141 515,750 Transportation 

Dior 155 15,998,187 Luxury 

Disney 334 50,086,032 Leisure 

Ebay 285 10,093,991 Technology 

Facebook 4 206,387,193 Technology 

FedEx 108 2,217,915 Transportation 

Ferrari 400 16,160,047 Automotive 

Ford 13 8,459,506 Automotive 

Frito-Lay 55 2,106,836 Consumer Packaged Goods 

GE 74 2,073,272 Diversified 

Gillette 172 2,053,765 Consumer Packaged Goods 

Goldman Sachs 199 175,339 Financial Services 

Google 95 25,308,008 Technology 

Gucci 372 16,439,058 Luxury 

H&M 298 33,808,291 Retail 

Harley Davidson 384 7,311,899 Automotive 

Hermès 2 2,936,151 Luxury 

Hershey 9 9,797,315 Consumer Packaged Goods 

Hewlett Packard 

Enterprise 

284 274,689 Technology 
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Home Depot 53 4,311,875 Retail 

Honda 4 4,636,323 Automotive 

HP 88 4,146,847 Technology 

HSBC 73 2,088,758 Financial Services 

Huawei 84 48,980,671 Technology 

Hyundai 172 4,553,839 Automotive 

IBM 114 967,806 Technology 

IKEA 112 25,632,039 Retail 

Intel 111 38,867,587 Technology 

J.P. Morgan 115 11,289 Financial Services 

Jack Daniel's 75 16,368,199 Alcohol 

John Deere 221 3,353,380 Heavy Equipment 

Johnnie Walker 29 14,454,249 Alcohol 

Johnson Johnson 170 766,413 Consumer Packaged Goods 

KFC 50 49,104,375 Restaurants 

KIA Motors 267 4,128,563 Automotive 

Kraft 334 1,538,493 Consumer Packaged Goods 

Lancome 147 9,615,237 Consumer Packaged Goods 

Land Rover 127 15,602,160 Automotive 

LEGO 251 12,631,316 Leisure 

Lenovo 207 6,640,712 Technology 

Lexus 260 3,943,579 Automotive 

L'Oréal 136 33,943,742 Consumer Packaged Goods 

Louis Vuitton 82 20,450,768 Luxury 

Lowe's 106 4,307,979 Retail 

Mastercard 42 15,951,196 Financial Services 
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McDonald's 161 75,571,219 Restaurants 

Mercedes-Benz 266 20,570,926 Automotive 

Microsoft 177 12,419,635 Technology 

MINI 64 11,921,330 Automotive 

Moët & Chandon 132 2,409,560 Alcohol 

Morgan Stanley 410 61,012 Financial Services 

Nescafe 1 37,002,186 Beverages 

Nestle 73 10,810,812 Consumer Packaged Goods 

Netflix 132 42,236,306 Technology 

NIKE 19 29,501,035 Apparel 

Nissan 148 19,864,512 Automotive 

Nivea 21 21,391,054 Consumer Packaged Goods 

Oracle 152 1,845,453 Technology 

Pampers 3 17,857,140 Consumer Packaged Goods 

Panasonic 135 177,407 Technology 

Paypal 12 5,738,306 Financial Services 

Pepsi 5 37,511,354 Beverages 

Philips 81 9,280,131 Diversified 

Porsche 153 11,333,107 Automotive 

PRADA 95 6,293,396 Luxury 

Red Bull 51 47,736,776 Beverages 

Rolex 51 6,420,813 Luxury 

salesforce 159 681,631 Technology 

Samsung 69 73,645,096 Technology 

Santander 100 123,274 Financial Services 

SAP 135 959,192 Technology 
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Shell 75 7,601,663 Oil & Gas 

Siemens 153 482,978 Diversified 

Smirnoff 46 14,314,827 Alcohol 

Sony 250 7,645,058 Technology 

Starbucks 42 35,732,332 Restaurants 

Subway 53 24,239,882 Restaurants 

Target 93 23,022,169 Retail 

Tesla 19 2,479,179 Automotive 

Tiffany & Co 194 9,630,510 Luxury 

T-Mobile 214 5,501,159 Telecom 

Toyota 224 3,610,133 Automotive 

UPS 199 1,766,608 Transportation 

Verizon 110 7,107,213 Telecom 

Visa 7 22,295,901 Financial Services 

Volkswagen 43 32,190,940 Automotive 

Walgreens 95 4,242,170 Retail 

Walmart 144 32,250,245 Retail 

Wells Fargo 67 1,032,128 Financial Services 

Zara 184 26,074,191 Retail 

Total 15,496   
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Appendix 2a. Stimuli of Experiment 1 in Essay Two 
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Appendix 2b. Stimuli of Experiment 2 in Essay Two 
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Appendix 3a. Dataset Description: Essay Three 

Brand Industry Number of Posts 

3M Diversified 31 

Accenture Business Services 53 

Adobe Technology 46 

Allianz Financial Services 17 

Amazon Retail 12 

American Express Financial Services 5 

Audi Automotive 26 

AXA Financial Services 5 

BMW Automotive 96 

Budweiser Alcohol 7 

Burberry Luxury 23 

Canon Electronics 50 

Cartier Luxury 18 

Cater Pillar Diversified 37 

Chanel Luxury 63 

Cisco Technology 140 

Citi Financial Services 16 

Colgate FMCG 4 

Corona Alcohol 24 

Danone FMCG 8 

DHL Logistics 33 

Dior Luxury 55 

Discovery Media 390 

Disney Media 149 
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ebay Retail 119 

Facebook Technology 2 

FedEx Logistics 23 

Ferrari Automotive 105 

Ford Automotive 6 

Gillette FMCG 21 

Goldman Sachs Financial Services 74 

Google Technology 15 

Gucci Luxury 214 

H&M  Apparel 154 

Harley-Davidson Automotive 104 

Heineken Alcohol 6 

Hennessy Alcohol 33 

Hermes Luxury 13 

HewlettPackard Enterprise Technology 46 

Honda Automotive 2 

HP Technology 8 

HSBC Financial Services 34 

Huawei Technology 10 

Hyundai Automotive 21 

IKEA Retail 46 

Jack Daniels Alcohol 22 

jnj FMCG 56 

John Deere Diversified 73 

Johnnie Walker Alcohol 6 

JP Morgan Financial Services 82 
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Kellogg FMCG 2 

KFC Restaurants 13 

KIA  Automotive 22 

Land Rover Automotive 62 

LEGO FMCG 108 

Loreal FMCG 22 

LouisVuitton Luxury 37 

Mastercard Financial Services 11 

McDonalds Restaurants 15 

MercedesBenz Automotive 192 

Microsoft Technology 1 

MINI Automotive 16 

Morgan Stanley Financial Services 129 

Nescafe Beverages 1 

nestle FMCG 3 

Netflix  Media 71 

Nintendo Electronics 48 

Nissan Automotive 84 

Oracle Technology 59 

Panasonic Electronics 68 

PayPal Financial Services 13 

Pepsi Beverages 1 

Philips Electronics 14 

Porsche Automotive 62 

Prada Luxury 196 

Salesforce Business Services 22 
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Samsung Technology 21 

Santander Financial Services 40 

SAP Technology 63 

Shell Energy 3 

Siemens Diversified 82 

Sony Electronics 85 

Spotify Media 58 

Starbucks Restaurants 9 

Subaru Automotive 73 

Tiffany Luxury 34 

Toyota Automotive 49 

UPS Logistics 48 

VW Automotive 17 

Zara Apparel 92 

Total  4549 
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Appendix 3b. Stimuli of Experiment 1 in Essay Three 

Post without 

Emojis 

 

 

Post with Emojis 
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Appendix 3c. Stimuli of Experiment 2 in Essay Three 

Post without Emojis 

 

Post with Emojis 

 

 


