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ABSTRACT
In social media, marketers attempt to influence consumers by using directive language, that is, expressions designed to get

consumers to take action. While the literature has shown that directive messages in advertising have mixed results for

recipients, we know little about the effects of directive brand language on consumers who see brands interacting with other

consumers in social media conversations. On the basis of a field study and three online experiments, this study shows that

directive language in brand conversation has a detrimental downstream effect on engagement of consumers who observe such

exchanges. Specifically, in line with Goffman's facework theory, because a brand that encourages consumers to react could be

perceived as face‐threatening, consumers who see a brand interacting with others in a directive way may feel vicarious

embarrassment and engage less (compared with a conversation without directive language). In addition, we find that when the

conversation is nonproduct‐centered (vs. product‐centered), consumers expect more freedom, as in mundane conversations,

even for others; therefore, directive language has a stronger negative effect. However, in this context, the strength of the brand

relationship mitigates this effect. Thus, this study contributes to the literature on directive language and brand‒consumer

interactions by highlighting the importance of context in interactive communication, with direct relevance for social media and

brand management.

1 | Introduction

Social media are critical for brands as they are key platforms
where users, including brands and consumers, can create and
share content (Kaplan and Haenlein 2010). On social net-
working sites such as Facebook, X, and Instagram, text‐based
interaction through user comments is ubiquitous. In the United
States, 45% of social media users “like” brand posts, and 22%
share brand‐related content (Sprout Social 2021). Similarly,
shares and comments are manifestations of consumers' en-
gagement with brands (Gavilanes et al. 2018). These engage-
ment metrics are tracked by 78% of marketers (Sprout
Social 2023), which reveals their importance for marketing
practice.

The most prominent form of engagement occurs when con-
sumers comment on brand posts and when brands answer
consumers' posts, creating a form of conversation. Brand con-
versations are unscripted verbal interactions between brands
and consumers on social media (Andriuzzi and Michel 2021).
Such conversations can be critical for a brand's image and
reputation: 51% of U.S. consumers believe that the “most
memorable” brands are those who respond to customers via
social media (Sprout Social 2023), even on broader subjects such
as current events, social issues, industry trends, and lifestyles
(Arrivé 2022).

When interacting with consumers, brands frequently use
directive messages (Villarroel Ordenes et al. 2019), a popular
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technique for encouraging social media users to act, or to react
to conversations (e.g., on X—formerly Twitter: “Use the BK app
today”—Burger King; “Finish either of these sentences and you
could win!”—Dunkin Donuts). Despite the wide use of directive
messages in brand conversations (as opposed to single‐message
strategies, like those used in advertising), we know little about
their impact on consumers who, at a specific time, see brands
interacting with other consumers in such conversations.
Nevertheless, this is important because, on social media, con-
sumers generally consume more content than they interact with
(Campbell et al. 2014). As an example, while 42% of U.S. con-
sumers said they followed a brand on social media in exchange
for an incentive (e.g., a discount code), only 26% reported
commenting on a brand's post (Marketing Charts 2022). Even in
the context of less instrumental relationships, such as in online
brand communities, “lurkers” represent a greater proportion
(55%) than “posters” do (45%; Mousavi and Roper 2023).
However, “it is important to support lurkers as well, because
there is no significant difference between posters and lurkers in
the outcomes of purchase intention, positive WOM [word‐of‐
mouth], and (…) resistance to negative information” (Mousavi
and Roper 2023, 82). Moreover, viewing online brand content
can lead consumers to engage (Ellison et al. 2020). Thus, in the
expanding social media brand landscape, in which interactivity
plays a large role, it is relatively surprising that we still know
little about the impact of different brand interaction styles on
consumers who see such brand–consumer interaction on their
social media feeds.

The marketing literature focuses on the use of directive
language—that is, the use of expressions designed with the goal
of provoking a reaction from the recipient (Searle 1979)—in the
context of online advertising. Termed “calls to action” (CTAs)
by practitioners, directive messages are supposed to increase
web traffic and conversion. CTAs are widely used by marketers
(Semrush 2022), and research shows the positive impact of this
powerful language on engagement metrics (Pezzuti et al. 2021).
However, research in advertising also shows mixed results from
the use of directive language, for example, depending on the
brand relationship, product, and consumer characteristics. In
fact, for committed consumers, assertive ads create greater
pressure to comply, which reduces compliance and ultimately
leads to decreasing ad and brand liking (Zemack‐Rugar
et al. 2017). In another vein, for high‐power consumers, asser-
tive ads are effective in promoting “want” products but
ineffective in promoting “should” products. On the contrary, for
low‐power consumers, assertive ads are effective in promoting
“should” products but ineffective in promoting “want” products
(Wang and Zhang 2020).

Even if the research mentioned above explains consumer
reactions to directive language in the context of advertising, we
know little about the (in)effectiveness of addressing consumers
this way in brand conversations. Managerial literature is also
inconclusive. However, in community management, it is espe-
cially important to know which language form should be used
when addressing consumers (Carnevale et al. 2017; Packard
et al. 2024). As encouraging and shaping consumer participa-
tion are crucial for brands' market success, or even for social
change (Fletcher‐Brown et al. 2024; Vredenburg et al. 2020), we
wonder what is the impact of directive language on consumers

who see brands addressing other consumers this way in brand
conversations.

To explore the impact of directive brand language, we need to
consider the different types of brand conversation that
involve different linguistic norms (Jakic et al. 2017). Online
brand–consumer conversations can be classified into two
main categories: product‐centered (conversations that typi-
cally feature informative content directly related to the brand
products, Lee et al. 2018) and nonproduct‐centered (content
related to the brand's universe that does not directly refer to
its products, Arrivé 2022). The latter type is a common
practice for brands on social media. For instance, Dove
celebrates the diversity of women's bodies and beauty rather
than just mentioning their personal care products. Similarly,
Nike shares inspiring stories about athletes and behind‐the‐
scenes content that highlights resilience and diversity beyond
the showcase of its latest sneaker (Doan 2023). Research
suggests that, in product‐centered conversations, a rather
direct communication style is needed (Köhler et al. 2011).
This raises the question of whether the impact of directive
language in brand conversations that focus on products/ser-
vices (product‐centered) differs from that concerning broader
topics (nonproduct‐centered).

Finally, we also need to consider brand relationship strength.
Research suggests a deep interplay between consumer–brand
interactions and brand relationships (Hudson et al. 2016).
Brand relationship norms influence consumer behavior, as
such individuals are more likely to interact directly with
brands if they have an emotional relationship with them
(Aggarwal 2004). Consequently, this study also aims to better
understand the role of brand relationship strength in the effects
of directive brand language.

To answer these questions, we use facework theory
(Goffman 1967), which emphasizes that, in mundane conver-
sations, directive expressions such as orders, requests, and
advice can be assimilated to “face threats” and lead to negative
outcomes (Brown and Levinson 1987). We use facework theory
because it allows us to gain a deep understanding of how
consumers behave when they witness the violation of conver-
sational norms, even without necessarily participating in the
conversation. Consequently, in light of facework theory, the
goal of this study is to better understand how consumers
respond when they see a brand using directive language in the
context of brand–consumer conversations on social media.

The present research relies on one field study (271,345 posts),
and 3 experiments (N= 677). On the basis of seven major fast
food brands' activities on X, our field study reveals an overall
negative effect of directive brand language on consumer en-
gagement behavior (e.g., “likes”). The first two experiments
highlight the role of vicarious embarrassment in explaining the
negative effect of directive language on consumer engagement.
Indeed, when consumers observe the use of inappropriate
directive language by brands towards others, they can feel a
vicarious embarrassment about a situation that is undesirable
for others (Miller 1987). We also find that directive brand lan-
guage has a more detrimental effect on consumer engagement
when the conversation is nonproduct‐centered than when it is
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product‐centered. Finally, a third experiment highlights the
moderating role of brand relationships, helping to better
understand the ambivalent effects of directive brand language
use on consumers. Therefore, this study contributes to the lit-
erature on directive language, brand‒consumer interactions
and engagement, and facework, with managerial relevancy for
practitioners such as brand, social media, and community
managers.

2 | Theoretical Background

2.1 | Directive Language in Brand Conversation

According to speech act theory, language is used primarily to
achieve actions (Searle 1969). The expressions used by individuals
have three dimensions: a locutionary function (the literal mean-
ing), an illocutionary function (the speaker's intention in saying
something), and a perlocutionary function (the actual effect of the
utterance on the recipient; Austin 1962). Building on Austin,
Searle (1979) defines five types of illocutionary speech acts that are
directly related to perlocutionary effects: (1) assertives are state-
ments that convey information or describe something, such as a
brand claiming, “Our products reduce energy consumption by
20%,”with the goal of influencing purchase decisions; (2) directives
are intended to motivate the listener to do something, such as
requests or commands, that is, asking consumers to “Sign up for
our newsletter for exclusive discounts!” to encourage immediate
action; (3) commissives are when the speaker commits to doing
something in the future, such as a brand promising that “We will
reduce our carbon footprint by 50% in the next 5 years,” which
could help build trust; (4) expressives convey the speaker's emo-
tions or feelings, such as a brand saying, “We are thrilled to have
such a great community!” to build loyalty; finally, (5) declarations
actually change reality by being spoken, such as announcing a
corporate merger or a product launch, informing stakeholders of
significant changes.

In digital communication, marketers frequently use directive
messages with the aim of influencing consumer behavior, as in
CTAs (Vafainia et al. 2019). Directive brand messages typically
consist of orders containing imperative verbs and exclamation
marks. They can also consist of more nuanced suggestions, for
example, using the verb “would” (Brown and Levinson 1987),
or asking a question instead of making a command. Indeed,
“questions are a subclass of directives, since they are attempts
by [the speaker] to get [the hearer] to answer, that is, to perform
a speech act” (Searle 1979, 14).

Directive messages in the form of CTAs are recommended in
the managerial literature (Crowdfire 2022; Hootsuite 2022;
Hubspot 2024). However, previous academic research has
shown mixed results. On the one hand, directive messages can
have a negative effect on the likes received by brands depending
on the brand‒consumer relationship: brand‒committed con-
sumers can feel some pressure to comply with directive brand
language and therefore react negatively, as suggested by reac-
tance theory (Zemack‐Rugar et al. 2017). On the other hand, the
impact of directive ads can depend on the product type and
consumer characteristics. For example, directive ads for
hedonic products can lead to higher compliance among

consumers with high power beliefs; conversely, directive ads for
nonhedonic products can lead to higher compliance among
low‐power consumers (Wang and Zhang 2020). Research has
shown that emotional or informative posts lead to more con-
sumer sharing than directive posts do (Villarroel Ordenes
et al. 2019). Other studies have revealed that asking for likes
and comments increases both of those metrics, whereas asking
questions increases comments but decreases likes (Lee
et al. 2018). Finally, research shows that, in direct marketing
(i.e., emailing), CTAs have more positive effects when they
feature nonmonetary incentives (vs. monetary incentives;
Vafainia et al. 2019).

Despite a decent body of research on directive language in
advertising, research examining directive language in the con-
text of brand–consumer conversations is scarce. Indeed, most of
the research mentioned above focuses on single‐message strat-
egies, without considering the interactive dimension of digital
communication and the presence of other consumers (Table 1).
However, consumer participation heavily influences the sub-
sequent consumer behavior (Ben and Shukla 2024; Hamilton
et al. 2017). Thus, we wonder how consumers react when they
observe a brand using directive language to address other
consumers in social media conversations.

Among the reactions that are desired by marketers, engagement
is a concept presented as the propensity for consumers to pos-
itively interact with a brand (Baldus et al. 2015; Dessart
et al. 2015) as well as the psychological state experienced during
such an interaction (Hollebeek et al. 2014). Consumer engage-
ment is an intentional allocation of resources, such as cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral resources by the consumer during
their interaction with a particular object provided by an orga-
nization (Elmashhara et al. 2024; Hollebeek et al. 2022).

While the broad concept of engagement has three dimensions
(as stated: emotional, cognitive, and behavioral; Dessart
et al. 2016), this study focuses on the impact on behavioral
engagement. In doing so, we draw on recent conceptual
developments of engagement, which state that one of its pillars
lies in “content engagement” (Obilo et al. 2021), a concept
relevant to consumer responses to brand posts on social media.
Indeed, in digital communications, the behavioral dimensions
of consumer engagement include sharing, “liking,” or com-
menting on brand content (Swani and Labrecque 2020).
Research shows that such engagement can be determined by
the characteristics of the brand post (De Vries et al. 2012) and
by a more or less proactive attitude displayed by the brand
(Schamari and Schaefers 2015). On social media, brands often
explicitly call for consumer participation by using directive
language in their posts and answers to consumers (e.g., “Give
me your opinion!”, “Tell us which color you prefer!”). However,
it remains unclear whether such strategies actually help drive
more engagement behaviors, especially when brands use them
in a conversational context.

2.2 | Facework and Vicarious Embarrassment

To address our research questions, we build on Goffman (1967)
facework theory. According to facework, when individuals
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interact, they try to maintain their own face and, at the same
time, ensure that the other participants do not lose face
(Goffman 1967)—where face is defined as “the positive social
value a person effectively claims for himself by the line others
assume he has taken during a particular contact”
(Goffman 1955, 213). To achieve these goals, they use several
strategies aimed at avoiding or minimizing face‐threatening acts
(FTAs; Brown and Levinson 1987). FTAs typically include
imperative talk, such as orders, requests, and even suggestions
or advice. Facework theory highlights that, in mundane con-
versations, such directive language can lead to a reduction in
people's freedom and autonomy, a situation that causes reac-
tance (Brehm 1966) and leads to negative outcomes in subse-
quent interactions (Brown and Levinson 1987).

We use facework theory because, first, it is particularly relevant
in the context of consumer–brand conversations. Other com-
petitive theories, such as speech acts (Austin 1962; Searle 1969),
also study the impact of linguistic devices such as orders or
requests and their effects on recipients. However, “Austin's and
Searle's approaches have in common that they concentrate on
single communicative acts, [with] as a certain danger inherent
in this, namely, that it is easy to lose perspective on commu-
nication as a whole. After all, communicative acts seldom occur
in isolation, but rather sequentially in interaction”
(Allwood 1977, 10). Conversely, Goffman (1967) facework ap-
plies to whole interaction sequences during social encounters
instead of being single‐message focused. Moreover, it also ap-
plies to the online context (Park 2008). Because consumer–
brand conversations resemble human‐to‐human conversations,
using the same technical (i.e., social media platforms) and lin-
guistic (i.e., human language) devices, facework is relevant to
the study of online brand–consumer conversations instead of
the study of single‐message brand strategies.

Second, facework is particularly relevant to the study of con-
sumers who are not the direct recipients of directive language
but see such brand‒consumer conversations instead, even if not
participating in it. The literature frequently uses reactance
theory to explain that recipients of directive messages can feel
that their freedom is reduced and, thus, avoid the recom-
mended option (Brehm 1966; Zemack‐Rugar et al. 2017). Even
if facework shares close concerns with reactance theory, reac-
tance may be less relevant to explain consumers' responses
when they see a brand using directive language in a conversa-
tion with another consumer. Indeed, consumers may be
unlikely to feel that their freedom is limited by a message that is
not directly addressed to them. Nevertheless, facework theory
provides an explanation for the potential negative reactions of
consumers toward directive language addressed to others: ac-
cording to facework, when consumers see other people being
addressed in ways that do not conform to conversational norms
(e.g., by being the target of FTAs such as orders), they may feel
embarrassed by the loss of face of the recipients of directive
messages (Goffman 1956). As Goffman (1956, 265) states:
“When an individual finds himself in a situation that ought to
make him blush, others present will usually blush with and
for him.”

This embarrassment for others is called vicarious embarrass-
ment, that is, an uncomfortable state felt when witnessing aT
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person in an undesirable situation (Miller 1987). Consumers
can feel vicarious embarrassment in sensitive purchase contexts
(Ziegler et al. 2022) or when witnessing the violation of social
norms in both customer‐to‐customer and customer‐to‐employee
interactions (Kilian et al. 2018). In terms of the empathy felt by
consumers, vicarious embarrassment is different from disap-
pointment with a brand, which is related to a feeling of
deception regarding some expectations (Tan et al. 2021).

Vicarious embarrassment felt by consumers can lead to negative
outcomes, such as negative word‐of‐mouth and a negative
impact on the overall image of the service provider (Kilian
et al. 2018; Ziegler et al. 2022). It can also cause consumers to
disengage from the brand's social media when they experience
socially unacceptable behavior (Villanova and Matherly 2024).
Thus, when brands infringe on the social norms of conversation
by addressing others with directive language, consumers may
feel vicarious embarrassment due to the loss of face of the re-
cipients. People can experience vicarious embarrassment purely
due to the way language is used in an interaction, even if the
topic itself is not inherently sensitive. This vicarious embar-
rassment often arises from violations of conversational norms,
unexpected directness, or socially awkward phrasing, leading to
discomfort independent of topic valence (Goffman 1956). As a
result, consumers may avoid engaging in situations that feel
uncomfortable and may even want to repair the social image or
face of others (Goffman 1956), especially when such a situation
occurs in public (Sangwan et al. 2024). By avoiding engaging
with the brand, consumers distance themselves from the neg-
ative situation and signal their disapproval of the brand's
actions.

We focus here on consumers' behavioral engagement
(Hollebeek et al. 2022), that is, consumers' reactions to brand
conversations on social media, such as subsequent interactions
in the conversation, sharing brand posts, or liking brand posts.
Considering the above development, we assume that directive
language use could induce vicarious embarrassment leading
consumers to reduce their behavioral engagement in a discus-
sion in which a brand is seen as an agent addressing other
consumers in an undesirable way. Consequently, we formally
posit the following hypotheses:

H1. Directive brand language addressed to others in a brand
conversation has a detrimental effect on consumer engagement.

H2. Vicarious embarrassment mediates the negative effect of
directive brand language on consumer engagement.

2.3 | Product‐ Versus Nonproduct‐Centered
Conversation

To explore the impact of directive brand language, we need to
consider the different types of brand conversation that involve
different linguistic norms (Jakic et al. 2017). Conversation has
been shown to be an antecedent to online brand community
engagement, particularly in terms of two‐way interac tion
(Zhao and Chen 2022). This is especially important today, as
brands initiate conversations connected to mundane topics or

to social/environmental causes, which require specific lan-
guage (Fletcher‐Brown et al. 2024).

Online brand‒consumer conversations are often classified into
two main categories: product‐centered conversations and
nonproduct‐centered conversations. This classification aligns
with the associations that consumers make about product at-
tributes: product‐related associations (e.g., information about
product ingredients) and nonproduct‐related associations (i.e.,
“external aspects of the product or service that relate to its
purchase or consumption,” Keller 1993, 4). On the one hand,
product‐centered conversations typically feature directly
informative content about the product, such as “details about
products, promotions, availability, price, and product‐related
aspects that could be used in optimizing the purchase decision”
(Lee et al. 2018, 5107). On the other hand, nonproduct‐centered
conversations consist of “casual banter, or discussion of the
brand's philanthropic outreach” (Lee et al. 2018), or other
content related to the brand's universe not directly referring to
its products (Arrivé 2022).

Research suggests that, in product‐centered conversations, a
rather direct communication style is needed. For example,
when interacting with a virtual agent about financial services,
new users prefer a conversation that features functional content
from a proactive agent (Köhler et al. 2011), which likely
involves the use of clear, direct instructions. However, other
consumers seek interactions stemming from social motivations
rather than functional motivations (Ashley and Tuten 2015).
Thus, consumers' expectations in nonproduct‐centered conver-
sations should differ from those in product‐centered conversa-
tions. In such a context, the brand conversation resembles a
mundane consumer‐to‐consumer conversation; thus, facework
theory suggests that directive language would likely damage the
continuation of ongoing conversation by damaging the auton-
omy of the consumer (Brown and Levinson 1987). Thus, non-
directive language would be here the expected norm.

In product‐centered conversation, consumers often tolerate or
even appreciate directive language because such language can
be perceived as informational or improvement‐oriented. Thus,
refraining from directive language may foster more positive
responses in nonproduct‐related interactions than in product‐
related conversations. In other words, consumers may react
more negatively to directive language in a nonproduct‐centered
conversation—a context in which such language is not
expected—than in a product‐centered conversation. Therefore,
we formally posit the following:

H3. Directive brand language drives less consumer engagement
when the conversation is nonproduct‐centered than when it is
product‐centered.

2.4 | Brand Relationship Strength

According to facework theory, individuals consider social distance
when choosing their interaction strategies (Brown and
Levinson 1987). For example, when interacting with close relatives,
the risk of losing face is low; therefore, a direct, “bald‐on‐record”
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language is appropriate. Conversely, when interacting with stran-
gers, the risk of losing face is high; thus, individuals may avoid
directive language that could damage the hearer's face.

As some consumers can feel that they have intimate re-
lationships with their favorite brands (Fournier 1998), face-
work theory suggests that the impact of directive language
depends on the consumer's relationship with the brand. Like
with close relatives, direct brand language would even be the
expected norm for consumers who have a close relationship
with a brand. Such committed consumers may feel like they
are part of a community and therefore feel connected not only
with the brand but also with other consumers who interact
with the brand's social media content (Dessart et al. 2015).
Because of this communal connection, consumers may iden-
tify with interactants and therefore agree with the use of direct
language by the brand, as it is the expected norm in this
situation.

In addition to praising the brand for respecting conversational
norms, consumers engaged in close brand relationships could
also show tolerance when the brand deviates from norms.
Indeed, brand relationship quality influences consumer
responses not only in direct interactions but also when con-
sumers observe interactions with others. Fournier (1998) shows
that strong emotional ties lead consumers to adapt to and tol-
erate brand transgressions. Thus, close brand relationships
increase forgiveness for brand missteps (Donovan et al. 2012),
promoting tolerance from consumers who are more likely to
justify the brand's actions, even those they have just witnessed.

A strong type of brand relationship, brand love, also leads to
loyalty and resistance to negative information (Batra
et al. 2012), forgiveness of mistakes, and positive word‐of‐
mouth (Rahman et al. 2021). Therefore, consumers in a strong
brand relationship are more likely to forgive a brand's faux pas
in conversations with other consumers and may even want to
continue to engage. Therefore, we posit the following:

H4. Brand relationship strength mitigates the negative effect of
directive brand language on consumer engagement.

Figure 1 summarizes our conceptual framework.

3 | Overview of Studies

The first study uses X web scraping to address the basic pre-
mises of this study, where we posit a negative effect of directive
language on consumer engagement (H1; Table 2). In addition,
its open API facilitates large‐scale textual analysis (at the time
of data collection), as data availability is an issue for such
methods (Berger et al. 2020). However, since the next studies
employ experiments instead of web scraping, we were able to
study directive language on other platforms where comments
are also important, that is, Facebook and Instagram. These
other contexts add to the external validity of the research.

The second study aims to explain the proposed main effect so
that when consumers see a brand using directive language
directed at other consumers on social media, they feel vicarious
embarrassment, which has a detrimental effect on their en-
gagement with the brand (H2). We also test the idea that when
a brand engages in a conversation that is nonproduct‐centered,
directive language triggers less engagement from consumers
(H3). Finally, the third study offers a complementary under-
standing of the relationship between directive language use and
consumer engagement by examining the moderating role of
brand relationship strength (H4).

Our studies focus on a single industry, that is, food, to control for
specific patterns and dynamics of social media engagement that
may vary across product categories (De Vries et al. 2012). We
chose the fast food industry for studies 1 and 2 because consumers
have been shown to voice their opinions about fast food brands on
social media (Šerić and Praničević 2018). This situation leads
practitioners to carefully manage consumer comments to maintain
their reputations (Kim and Velthuis 2021). Responding to con-
sumers generally leads to more engagement (Schamari andFIGURE 1 | Conceptual framework.

TABLE 2 | Study overview.

Study Procedure Sample Industry Brand Hypotheses

S1 Field study (X, ex‐Twitter) 271,345 Fast‐food services 7 major brands H1

S2a 2 × 2 online experiment (consumer panel;
mock Facebook post and comments)

281 Fast‐food services McDonald's

S2b 2 × 2 online experiment (Prolific; mock
Facebook post and comments)

275 Fast‐food services McDonald's H1, H2, H3

S3 2 × 2 online experiment (consumer panel;
mock Instagram post and comments)

121 Food products 5 major brands
(participant‐chosen)

H1, H4
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Schaefers 2015), and this two‐way interaction creates a form of
brand conversation that is central to our research. While first ex-
amining food services in studies 1 and 2, we switched to food
products for study 3 to increase external validity while remaining
in a related industry for consistency.

The choice of the food category was also critical to the success
of the study designs. First, for the field study, sufficient data
were needed to conduct our text mining and analysis (Berger
et al. 2020). Sufficient amounts of data can be found in fast food
categories where, as mentioned earlier, well‐known brands and
their consumers are quite active. Second, it was critical for our
experiential study designs to create realistic scenarios to en-
hance the experience for participants and increase the external
validity of the studies (Aguinis and Bradley 2014). Therefore,
scenarios in which a brand and a consumer interact in a cate-
gory where both consumers and brands are active on social
media provide realistic ground.

4 | Study 1: Field Study on the Detrimental Effect
of Directive Language on Consumer Engagement

The first study uses a field study environment to detect the use
of directive language within brand reply posts and determine
whether such messages have an impact on consumer engage-
ment. To do so, we used a large data set of real brand replies
and relied partly on natural language processing (NLP; Berger
et al. 2020).

Brand participation in online conversations plays a crucial role
in shaping consumer perceptions (Homburg et al. 2015) and
behaviors. Overall, the more a brand interacts with consumers,
the stronger the positive effects on sales and customer re-
lationships (Kumar et al. 2016). Brand responsiveness also en-
courages consumer participation by portraying the brand as
open and willing to engage (Smith et al. 2012). Specifically,
brand responses to online complaints improve brand evalua-
tions (Van Noort and Willemsen 2012) and lead to positive
consumer behaviors, who are more inclined to continue buy-
ing and recommending the brand (Kim et al. 2016). Similarly,
responses to positive comments enhance engagement from
consumers (Schamari and Schaefers 2015). However, the
way in which brands respond—rather than simply whether
they respond—has a significant effect on the way in which

consumers engage. For example, in a study of negative cus-
tomer reviews on TripAdvisor, personalized responses from
hotel managers had a positive effect on the valence of subse-
quent reviews (Wang and Chaudhry 2018). Therefore, the
language and style used by brands in their responses must be
carefully considered.

By focusing on brand responses to consumers on X, we aim to
understand how these interactions affect engagement from
other users. When an X user sees a brand responding to
another consumer's post, to what extent would they be
inclined to engage, even if they are not the recipient of the
response? Focusing on engagement with brand responses to
posts—not posts initially addressed by brands to all users—
allows us to clearly differentiate the object of our research (the
effect of brand language in conversations with consumers)
from general brand messages (e.g., promotional posts, con-
tests, and brand news). Moreover, the visible engagement
metrics (likes, comments, shares) available on X enable us to
measure the engagement of consumers with a brand's
response to another consumer.

4.1 | Data

We collected all posts from seven major brands in the fast food
industry (N= 273,827; Table 3) that were produced over a
period of 2 years (April 1, 2021, through March 31, 2023). All
seven accounts are the main accounts of U.S. brands and em-
ploy English to interact with consumers. The targets are thus
U.S. consumers, as these brands have other accounts and use
the local language when operating in other countries.

To collect posts, we used the Python module “nscrape,”
which is specifically designed to extract data from social
media sites. Our extracted data included each post's content
with related information such as the publication time and
date. In addition, we performed a sentiment analysis1 of
brand posts to determine if the reply posts were negative,
neutral, or positive.

Since our main interest is in how consumers react when they
see a brand using directive language when addressing another
consumer, we focused on brand posts that were direct responses
to specific users (i.e., “@reply” posts, as opposed to regular

TABLE 3 | Field study sample.

Brand All posts Regular posts @Reply posts

Burger King 17,873 6.5% 364 14.7% 17,509 6.5%

Dunkin' 8136 3.0% 354 14.3% 7782 2.9%

KFC 3230 1.2% 278 11.2% 2952 1.1%

McDonald's 151,142 55.2% 260 10.5% 150,882 55.6%

Pizza Hut 59,865 21.9% 400 16.1% 59,465 21.9%

Starbucks 24,882 9.1% 292 11.8% 24,590 9.1%

Subway 8699 3.2% 534 21.5% 8165 3.0%

Total 273,827 100% 2482 100% 271,345 100%
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posts addressed to all brand followers) identified by the “@”
symbol used at the beginning of the post, immediately followed
by a user's name. This left us with a “@reply” post data set of
271,345 posts.

As a proxy for the use of directive language, we focused on the
use of the imperative mood in social media brand reply posts.
Indeed, in natural language, the imperative is used with the aim
of inducing the receiver to act in a way that is intended by the
speaker. Using the imperative form is “the most direct
approach” when addressing someone with the aim of expres-
sing a need (Yule 1996, 63). To detect the presence of im-
peratives in brand reply posts, we conducted a natural language
processing study using the STANZA library (Qi et al. 2020), a
Python model for automated natural language processing. This
model is trained for morphosyntactic annotation tasks via a
corpus of three million words. It can be used to perform a
variety of linguistic analysis tasks, including verb detection,
tense, and mood (in our case, imperative). Thus, our analysis
allowed us to categorize each word in each brand reply post to
determine whether it was a verb and, if so, whether it was in the
imperative form. Each reply post was annotated according to
the presence or absence of an imperative verb, using binary
notation (0 for no imperative, 1 for imperative).

4.2 | Results

We found that 54.1% of the brand reply posts used an imperative
verb (Ndirective = 146.747), whereas 45.9% used no imperative verb
(Ncontrol = 124.598). We tested the relationship between the use of
directive language (i.e., the presence or absence of a verb in the
imperative mood) and consumer engagement through multi-
variate analysis of variance (MANOVA). The independent vari-
able was a binary variable reflecting the absence or presence of
an imperative verb, whereas the dependent variable, consumer
engagement, was operationalized via likes, comments, reposts,
and quotes.2

We found a significant and negative relationship between the
presence of an imperative verb in brand replies on all the en-
gagement variables: like (F(1, 271343) = 111.61, p< 0.001), repost
(F(1, 271343) = 52.79, p< 0.001), reply (F(1, 271343) = 153.91,
p< 0.001), and quote (F(1, 271343) = 45.00, p< 0.001). All con-
sumer engagement means were lower when brands used the
imperative mood in their reply posts than when they did not
(Table 4). These results support H1. Alternatively, we ran the
same analysis with brand name, brand reply post sentiment
(negative, neutral, or positive), and publication date and time

(year, month, day, and hour) as covariates, and the results were
still consistent and significant.

4.3 | Discussion

This study finds support for H1. When brands address con-
sumers using directive language within their reply posts (i.e.,
using the imperative mood), consumers engage less than when
the posts do not include an imperative verb. Indeed, the
number of likes, reposts, replies, and quotes from consumers
decreases when the reply posts contain verbs in the imperative
form. These results align with our initial prediction in a nat-
ural field setting using real posts from major brands, sup-
porting a main negative effect of directive language use on
consumer engagement.

Although this study provides valuable insights, it has several
limitations. While selecting brand posts on the basis of the
@username filter alone helps to identify brand responses, it
may miss nuances such as the intent behind the messages or
their context. For example, a brand message such as “@user-
name, visit our website”may be considered directive, but it may
not generate much engagement simply because it does not
require much response. In contrast, a more interactive or
behavioral request, such as “@username, indicate the color you
purchased,” might result in greater engagement. Even if we
controlled for the valence of the post in an alternative analysis
(not reported for brevity), the actual content of the posts could
affect engagement in addition to the directive nature of the
language alone.

Finally, to strengthen the robustness of our findings and
because this study's setting cannot fully support a causal rela-
tionship or provide any explanation for consumer behavior, our
next studies will use experimental designs to further explore the
relationship between directive language use and consumer
engagement.

5 | Study 2: Mediating Role of Vicarious
Embarrassment and Moderating Role of
Conversation Topic

Study 2a tests our prediction on the effect of directive language
on vicarious embarrassment and the role of conversation topic.
Study 2b tests the causal relationship between directive lan-
guage use and consumer engagement (H1), with the mediating

TABLE 4 | Field study results.

No directive language Directive language

Mean SD Mean SD F p

Like 36.2 1225.0 2.1 153.9 111.6 < 0.001

Retweet 2.3 109.9 0.2 28.0 52.8 < 0.001

Reply 0.9 16.9 0.3 4.5 153.9 < 0.001

Quote 0.5 24.3 0.1 2.5 45.0 < 0.001
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role of vicarious embarrassment (H2) and the moderating role
of conversation topic (H3).

5.1 | Study 2a

5.1.1 | Method

To test our initial assumptions, we designed a 2 (brand lan-
guage: directive language use vs. control) × 2 (conversation to-
pic: product‐centered vs. nonproduct‐centered) between‐
subjects experiment, with vicarious embarrassment as depen-
dent variable. Two hundred eighty‐one participants (Mage =
42.10, SD = 12.83; 50.2% male, 49.8% female) were recruited
from an online consumer panel and received market rate
financial compensation. All participants lived in France. They
were screened as having declared that they were active Face-
book users and were randomly assigned to the different ex-
perimental cells.

We asked the participants to imagine that they were browsing
their Facebook newsfeed; then, we exposed them to a stimulus,
that is, a fictitious conversation between McDonald's brand and
a consumer (Supporting Information S1: Web Appendix A). The
conversation topic was manipulated by creating a conversation
about a new product from the brand (a new organic patty;
topic = product‐centered) and a conversation about a broader
topic (a post about practicing sport; topic = nonproduct‐
centered). Brand use of directive language was manipulated by
including directive language in a brand conversation with
another consumer (e.g., “Tell us when you will come and see
us!”) or by not including directive language (control). Following
the scenario, the participants answered four items via seven‐
point Likert scales indicating the extent to which they perceived
the presence of directive language (e.g., “[Brand] incites people
to answer questions,” α= 0.93—all measures are presented in
Supporting Information S1: Web Appendix D.). Regarding the
conversation topic, we asked participants if they thought “the
conversation (was) about a product sold by [Brand]: (yes/no).” To
measure vicarious embarrassment, participants read the sen-
tence: “If I put myself in the shoes of the internet user [Brand] is
addressing…” and answered three dichotomous items (e.g., “I do
not feel embarrassed at all/I feel very embarrassed”; α= 0.94;
Dahl et al. 2001).

5.1.2 | Results

We checked the manipulations first by conducting a one‐way
ANOVA. The findings revealed a significant effect of directive
language use on directiveness perception (F(1, 279) = 46.16,
p< 0.001), such that directive language perception was greater
in the directive condition (Mdirective = 5.52, SD = 1.18) than in
the control condition (Mcontrol = 4.37, SD = 1.62). Second, the
question concerning the conversation topic served as a manip-
ulation check, and also checked participants' attention to the
questionnaire. Indeed, we screened participants on the basis of
their attention by keeping only those who remembered the
conversation topic correctly. Thus, as expected, the relationship
between variables (i.e., manipulated topic and perceived topic)

was significant (χ² (1, N= 281) = 281, p< 0.001). Both results
prove that the manipulations were successful.

Then, we conducted a two‐way ANOVA with directive language
use and conversation topic as independent variables, and
vicarious embarrassment as the dependent variable.3 The
findings revealed a significant and positive effect of directive
language use on vicarious embarrassment (F(1, 277) = 4.25
p= 0.040, ηp

2= 0.015), such as the use of directive language
increased vicarious embarrassment (Mdirective = 2.61, SE = 0.13)
compared with the control condition (Mcontrol = 2.22, SE =
0.13). The direct effect of conversation topic (p= 0.930) and the
interaction effect of directive language use and conversation
topic (p= 0.547) were not significant.

5.1.3 | Discussion

Study 2a confirms our initial theorizing such as the use of
directive language by a brand can generate vicarious embar-
rassment. Although modest, this effect was positive and sig-
nificant. Moreover, the findings showed no interaction effect of
directiveness and conversation topic on vicarious embarrass-
ment. As our initial theorizing was that conversation topic
played a role in consumer response to directive band language,
this left us with the possibility that while not moderating a X‐M
path, conversation topic could still moderate an X‐Y path (with
Y as engagement and M as vicarious embarrassment) as pre-
dicted. This relation should be tested in study 2b.

5.2 | Study 2b

5.2.1 | Method

The design of study 2b is a two (brand language: directive
language use vs. control) × two (conversation topic: product‐
centered vs. nonproduct‐centered) between‐subjects experi-
ment. Two hundred seventy‐five participants (Mage = 32.56,
SD = 10.12; 49.8% male, 48.4% female, 1.5% other, and 0.4%
prefer not to answer) were recruited from Prolific, and they
received market rate financial compensation. The participants
were all native French speakers from Western French‐speaking
countries (56.73% France, 25.45% Canada, 12.73% Belgium,
3.27% Switzerland, and 1.82% Luxembourg). They were
screened as having declared that they were active Facebook
users and were randomly assigned to the different experimental
cells. We asked the participants to imagine that they were
browsing their Facebook newsfeed; then, we exposed them to a
stimulus, that is, a fictitious conversation between McDonald's
brand and a consumer (Supporting Information S1: Web
Appendix B).

The conversation topic was manipulated by creating a conver-
sation about a new product from the brand (new vegetables
offered in McDonald's restaurants; topic = product‐centered)
and a conversation about a broader topic (a text making a
connection between sports and health; topic = nonproduct‐
centered). Brand use of directive language was manipulated by
including directive language in the brand conversation (e.g.,
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“Tell us how you'd like them cooked!”/“Tell us how long you
run!”) or by not including directive language (control).

Following the scenario, the participants answered the same
questions as in study 2a to indicate the extent to which they
perceived the presence of directive language (α= 0.86; see
Supporting Information S1: Web Appendix D), what the con-
versation topic was, and the extent to which they felt vicarious
embarrassment (α= 0.95). Moreover, as a proxy for consumer
engagement (and, in essence, a holistic summary of the per-
formed page interactions), an item assessed the extent to which
respondents intended to interact with the brand after observing
the conversation between McDonald's brand and a consumer
(1 = “never”; 7 = “all the time”). This measure combines the
behavioral dimension of consumer engagement (Dessart
et al. 2016) with the single‐item approach advocated by
Bergkvist and Rossiter (2007).

5.2.2 | Results

We checked the manipulations by first conducting a one‐way
ANOVA. The findings revealed a significant effect of directive
language use on directiveness perception (F(1, 273) = 147.26,
p< 0.001), such that directive language perception was greater
in the directive condition (Mdirective = 5.55, SD = 1.09) than in
the control condition (Mcontrol = 3.80, SD = 1.29). Second, as in
study 2a, we used the question about the conversation topic as
manipulation and attention checks, as we screened participants
on the basis of their attention by keeping only those who re-
membered the conversation topic correctly. Thus, as expected,
the relationship between variables (i.e., manipulated topic and
perceived topic) was significant (χ² (1, N = 275) = 275,
p< 0.001). Both results prove that the manipulations were
successful. Finally, we checked the credibility of the stimuli
using an ad hoc single‐item question (Bergkvist and
Rossiter 2007). The overall score was satisfactory (M= 4.03,
SD = 1.77), and a one‐way ANOVA found no significant dif-
ferences between product‐centered (Mproduct = 4.07, SD = 1.78)
and nonproduct‐centered conversations (Mnonproduct = 3.99,
SD = 1.77; F(1, 273) = 0.12, p= 0.725).

To test the direct effect of directive language, we conducted a
one‐way MANOVA with directive language use as the inde-
pendent variable, and consumer engagement and vicarious
embarrassment as the dependent variables. The findings
revealed a marginally significant and negative effect of directive
language use on engagement (F(1, 273) = 3.42 p= 0.065, ηp

2=
0.012), such as the use of directive language lowering engage-
ment (Mdirective = 3.29, SE = 0.11) compared with the control
condition (Mcontrol = 3.57, SE = 0.11). These results provide
additional support for H1. Moreover, the findings revealed a
significant and positive effect of directive language use on
vicarious embarrassment (F(1, 273) = 3.94 p= 0.048, ηp

2=
0.014), such as the use of directive language increasing vicarious
embarrassment (Mdirective = 2.88, SE = 0.14) compared with the
control condition (Mcontrol = 2.49, SE = 0.14).

To test the potential mediating effect of vicarious embarrass-
ment and the moderating effect of the conversation topic, we
conducted a bootstrapped moderation analysis via the

PROCESS macro (Model 5; Hayes 2017) with 5000 bootstrap
samples. Directive language use was the independent variable,
with consumer engagement as the dependent variable, vicarious
embarrassment as the mediating variable, and conversation
topic as the moderating variable of the effect of directive lan-
guage use on engagement.

First, when the mediating vicarious embarrassment variable
was included in the model, the results confirmed the significant
and positive effect of directive language use on vicarious em-
barrassment (b= 0.39, t= 1.99, 95% CI [0.003, 0.772], p= 0.048).
We also found that directive language use had a significant and
negative indirect effect on engagement through vicarious em-
barrassment (X‐M×M‐Y=−0.10, 95% CI [−0.205, −0.003]);
the confidence interval did not include zero, indicating a sig-
nificant effect. These results provide support for H2.

Second, the results also revealed an interaction effect of direc-
tive language and conversation topic on consumer engagement
(b=− 0.62, t=−2.12, 95% CI [−1.20, −0.04], p= 0.035). Simple
slope analysis indicated that when the conversation topic was
product‐centered, there was no significant effect of directive
language use on consumer engagement (b= 0.14, t= 0.65, 95%
CI [−0.28, 0.56], p= 0.516), whereas this relationship was sig-
nificant and negative when the conversation topic was
nonproduct‐centered (b=−0.48, t=−2.39, 95% CI [−0.88,
−0.08], p= 0.018, Figure 2). Indeed, when the conversation
topic was nonproduct‐centered, consumer engagement was
lower (Mdirective = 3.16, SE = 0.11) when the brand used direc-
tive language, compared with control (Mcontrol = 3.65, SE =
0.14). These results support H3.

5.2.3 | Discussion

Study 2b explores the effect of directive language on consumer
engagement through the mediating role of vicarious embar-
rassment and according to the topic of the conversation
between a brand and a consumer. Facework theory predicts a
negative impact of directive language, and the results confirm
this negative impact on consumer engagement explained by the
vicarious embarrassment felt by consumers with regard to
the consumer who is addressed in a directive way. Moreover,
the findings highlight the moderating role of conversation topic.
Directive brand language use has a negative effect on consumer
engagement when the conversation is nonproduct‐centered
(i.e., when the topic is the link between sports and health)

FIGURE 2 | Interaction effect of directive language use and con-

versation topic on consumer engagement.
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compared with the product‐centered conversation (i.e., the to-
pic is a new product offer), where there is no significant impact
from the use of directive language.

6 | Study 3: Moderating Role of Brand
Relationship Strength

The purpose of study 3 is to test the moderating effect of brand
relationship strength on the relationship between directive
language use and consumer engagement (H4). The design is a 2
(brand language: directive language use vs. control) × 2 (brand
relationship strength: high vs. low) between‐subjects experi-
ment. Since we predicted and found in study 2b that the
negative effect of directive language occurs primarily in
nonproduct‐centered conversations, this experiment takes place
in such a context.

6.1 | Method

One hundred and twenty‐one participants (Mage = 30.41, SD =
8.75; 56.2% female, 43.8% male) were recruited from an online
consumer panel and received market rate financial compensa-
tion. The participants all lived in France. They received an
email with a link to a self‐assessed survey where they were
screened by confirming that they held an Instagram account.
To manipulate brand relationship strength, we randomly asked
participants to provide a brand they loved or a brand they did
not love among five well‐known brands in the food sector
(Bonne Maman, Kinder, Lu, Milka, and Nestlé). The experi-
mental platform incorporated the selected brand into pre‐
designed stimuli shown to participants. The participants were
asked to answer questions about the brand, followed by a sce-
nario in which they were asked to imagine browsing their In-
stagram newsfeed and noticing a particular brand–consumer
conversation about a pancake recipe, which is not one of the
brand products—that is, the conversation was nonproduct‐
centered. A realistic (though mock) Instagram conversation for
the chosen brand was presented, featuring a brand‐created post
and a series of comments exchanged between the brand and a
consumer. In the directive scenario, the brand was directly
addressing a consumer within the comment section, asking and
encouraging them to share their own content and to comment
back (Supporting Information S1: Web Appendix C). Finally,
the survey asked several questions about the conversation and
about the participants.

As this study features brand love as a proxy for brand rela-
tionship strength, the participants indicated the extent to which
they loved the brand they chose by answering six items with
seven‐point Likert scales (e.g., “I feel emotionally connected to
[Brand]”; Bagozzi et al. 2017; α= 0.95). After the participants
were exposed to the scenario, we measured directiveness per-
ception (α= 0.94), as in study 2b. To measure consumer en-
gagement, we used seven‐point Likert scales combining three
items from Schamari and Schaefers (2015; e.g., “I would par-
ticipate in this discussion”) with an item incorporating sharing
intentions to the engagement construct as suggested by Obilo
et al. (2021; “I would share this discussion to my Facebook

account”; α= .95). All measures are presented in the Support-
ing Information S1: Web Appendix D.

6.2 | Results

As a manipulation check, two‐way MANOVA revealed that
directive message use was perceived as expected (F(1,
119) = 5.88, p= 0.017), as was brand relationship strength (F(1,
119) = 103.10, p< 0.001). The participants in the directive con-
dition reported a greater directiveness perception (Mdirective =
5.75, SD = 1.26) than the participants in the control condition
did (Mcontrol = 5.12, SD = 1.58). In addition, participants in the
high brand relationship strength condition reported more love
for the brand (Mhigh_relationships = 5.63, SD = 1.04) than did par-
ticipants in the low brand relationship strength condition
(Mlow_relationships = 3.34, SD = 1.50). These results prove that the
manipulations were successful. Moreover, when answering a
dichotomous scale asking them what was the conversation
about (1 = [Brand]'s products, 7 = another topic), participants
understood overall that the conversation was not about the
brand's products (M= 5.17, SD = 1.96). Finally, we checked the
credibility (M= 5.46, SD = 1.49) and realism (M= 5.40, SD =
1.48) of the stimuli using ad hoc single‐item questions
(Bergkvist and Rossiter 2007).

For hypothesis testing, we first conducted a two‐way ANOVA
with directive language use and brand relationship strength as
independent variables and consumer engagement as the
dependent variable. The findings revealed no significant main
effect of directive language use (p= 0.084) and a significant
main effect of brand relationship strength (F(1, 117) = 6.95,
p= 0.010, ηp

2= 0.056). The findings also revealed a significant
interaction effect of directive language use and brand relation-
ship strength (F(1, 117) = 5.18, p= 0.025, ηp

2= 0.042; Figure 3).
In the low relationship condition, participants exposed to
directive language reported less intention to engage (Mdirective =
3.47, SE= 0.32) than in the control condition (Mcontrol = 4.39,
SE = 0.36). In contrast, in the high relationship condition, par-
ticipants exposed to directive language reported more intention
to engage (Mdirective = 5.35, SE= 0.30) than in the control con-
dition (Mcontrol = 4.51, SE= 0.33). These results support H4.

FIGURE 3 | Interaction effect of directive language use and brand

relationship strength on consumer engagement.

12 of 17 Psychology & Marketing, 2025



6.3 | Discussion

Study 3 revealed that, in a nonproduct‐centered conversation,
directive brand language decreases consumer engagement
when consumers have weak relationships with the brand, while
it increases engagement for those with strong brand relation-
ships. Thus, brand relationship strength serves as a mitigator of
the negative effect of directive brand language use.

7 | General Discussion

Our findings reveal the conditions under which a more or less
positive effect of directive language occurs in brand conversa-
tions. As predicted by facework theory, we found that the use of
directive language can have a detrimental effect on the en-
gagement of consumers, who feel vicarious embarrassment
when they observe a brand addressing other consumers in a
directive way. The negative effect of directive language espe-
cially occurs when the conversation is nonproduct‐centered.
However, in this context, this negative effect is mitigated when
consumers have a strong relationship with the brand.

7.1 | Theoretical Contributions

First, this study provides a valuable addition to the literature on
directive language. While previous research has shown that
recipients of directive messages need to escape pressure to
comply (Fitzsimons and Lehmann 2004; Zemack‐Rugar
et al. 2017), the present research highlights that consumers
expect brands to conform to conversation norms. Within this
study, we consider directive language as FTAs, as opposed to
Face‐Flattering Acts, which have been studied previously
(Fombelle et al. 2016). In this context, we show that consumers
feel vicarious embarrassment when observing directive brand
language directed at another consumer and can react nega-
tively. Consumers may feel vicarious embarrassment when
witnessing a violation of social norms in consumer–brand
conversation. By generating an uncomfortable state, a brand
conversation using directive language provokes less consumer
engagement than does a conversation without the use of
directive language. With such findings, this study also adds to
the emerging streams of work on brand language, highlighting
the importance of linguistic devices in branding efforts
(Carnevale et al. 2017; Packard et al. 2024).

Second, our results contribute to the literature on brand–
consumer interaction and engagement. Previous research on
directive language has focused on the recipients of messages
and on single‐message strategies. Conversely, our research fo-
cuses on consumers who observe brands interacting with other
consumers in entire brand conversations. While previous
studies mention message type (De Vries et al. 2012; Irmak
et al. 2020; Lee et al. 2018; Pezzuti et al. 2021), consumer psy-
chological characteristics (Kavvouris et al. 2020), and
consumer–brand relationships (Vafainia et al. 2019; Zemack‐
Rugar et al. 2017) as antecedents of consumer engagement, our
research highlights a new variable: conversation topic. The
present research shows that the inclusion of directive language
in brand conversation has more or less positive effects on

consumers, depending on whether the conversation is product‐
centered or nonproduct‐centered.

Third, our findings contribute to facework theory by highlighting
the conversation topic as an additional variable that guides
interaction strategies beyond the relationship‐, power‐, and
culture‐related variables (Brown and Levinson 1987). In partic-
ular, in this context of product‐centered conversation, consumers
tend to tolerate directive language and show greater engagement
toward the brand. A possible explanation is that when the con-
versation is about the core product, consumers categorize it as a
form of advertising instead of a “real” conversation with face
issues (Berthelot‐Guiet 2020), making face loss unlikely.

7.2 | Managerial Implications

As directive language use is a popular technique among digital
marketers in brand interactions (e.g., calls‐to‐action in online
advertisements), it is important for practitioners to know when it
is relevant to engage consumers and when it is not. On the one
hand, our results suggest that, to drive more consumer engage-
ment (i.e., likes, comments, shares) with social media conversa-
tions, marketers can use directive language within product‐
related discussions (e.g., new product launches). Indeed, by
providing useful information and effective help to consumers, a
direct style could encourage consumers to interact with the
brand. On the other hand, when the conversation topic is not
related to the core product, for example, when running “brand
content” operations (Arrivé 2022), brands should give consumers
a great deal of freedom by avoiding directive language.

Moreover, our results show that when brands interact with
consumers who are engaged in strong brand relationships,
directive language is tolerated. Thus, marketers can feel more
comfortable using directive language when their brand con-
versation is seen by loyal consumers, whereas brands should be
more cautious when their posts are seen by prospects. Such
segmentation can be performed when a conversation is started
by using sponsored posts targeted at a specific audience. For
example, sponsored posts featuring directive language could be
targeted at consumers who already “liked” the brand page. In
addition, such language could be more appropriate in spaces
dedicated to loyal consumers (e.g., private brand community
groups) than in spaces that are open to a wider audience (e.g.,
public brand social media pages).

We also shed light on the need for adaptive strategies in digital
communications. Indeed, brand spokespersons are supposed to
behave consistently from one channel to another, as consumers
use a range of different channels to address brands (Hamilton
et al. 2016). However, our research shows that, within a single
channel, brand representatives should adapt their interaction
style to the context, for example, by modulating their commu-
nication style depending on the conversation topic and the re-
lationships between brands and consumers. These findings are
important for marketers who perform real‐time marketing
interventions on social media (Borah et al. 2020).

By demonstrating the importance of context as a condition for
the use of directive brand language, this study provides
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managerial guidance for marketers, helping them to avoid
creating a negative effect through the use of directive language
in conversation. Our findings add to the body of research on
brands' conversational faux pas. Indeed, when brands use lan-
guage that is perceived as inauthentic, they risk negative con-
sumer responses, including backlash, brand boycotts, and
damaged credibility (Mirzaei et al. 2022; Fernando et al. 2014).
This could be the case if brands are overly directive in a context
where they are not expected to be.

Finally, this study highlights the potential effect of brand lan-
guage in terms of consumer engagement. In particular, we found
that brands that participate in nonproduct‐centered conversation
should avoid the use of directive language. This has important
consequences for brands that are involved in brand activism by
spreading cause‐related conversations (e.g., about social, en-
vironmental, or health issues; Vredenburg et al. 2020). En-
couraging consumers to engage is critical to such a strategy, as
consumer comments can help increase activism, support brands,
and educate other consumers (Fletcher‐Brown et al. 2024). We
provide evidence that brand language can influence both the
valence (“likes” suggesting positive engagement) and the volume
of engagement. We even observed the latter in a social issue‐
related context, as two studies featured a conversation about
health (practicing sport). However, more research is needed to
explore what types of user‐generated content result from brands'
use or avoidance of directive language.

7.3 | Limitations and Directions for Further
Research

This study has several limitations. First, we focus on one
dimension of consumer engagement—behavior—through the
intention to participate in brand conversations and the inten-
tion to share discussions on personal social media accounts.
However, directive language in brand conversation can also
impact the emotional and cognitive dimensions of engagement.
Cognitive engagement refers to the degree of psychological
effort invested in an interaction (attention, concentration, and
absorption), whereas emotional engagement refers to the degree
of affective attachment dedicated to an object (Dessart
et al. 2016; Elmashhara et al. 2024), such as a robot or a con-
versation. On this basis, future research can examine the
influence of directive language on the attention/absorption
dedicated to brand conversations and explore how it plays a role
in the enthusiasm/enjoyment dedicated to online brand
conversations.

Second, our research focuses on the impact of directive lan-
guage in conversations between a brand and a consumer.
However, the influence of content depends on the nature of its
source (Lou et al. 2019). For example, a brand may be perceived
as less human than a social media influencer (Kim and
Kim 2022). Future research could investigate the use of direc-
tive language by influencers in social media, where relational
conversations are common and where consumers can feel a
sense of belonging to a community. In this context, consumers
may believe that the recipients of directive brand messages
partially accept brand influence through compliance (Hollebeek
et al. 2022) and then may feel less vicarious embarrassment.

Thus, future research could investigate the use of directive
language by influencers on consumers who feel that they belong
to the same community as the recipients of directive messages.

In another vein, we focused on the food market and on business‐
to‐consumer brands. Therefore, future research on directive lan-
guage on social media could consider other business areas and
explore business‐to‐business contexts. Finally, our focus is the
response from consumers observing public interactions. Thus,
future research could study the response of actual recipients of
directive brand language in both public and private settings.

In conclusion, this study enriches the knowledge of how con-
sumers perceive directive language in online conversations with
brands. As social media is still expected to have an important
impact on brand activities in the future (Appel et al. 2020),
research on consumer responses to social media marketing ef-
forts still seems promising.
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Endnotes
1To conduct the sentiment analysis of our posts, we used Levallois
(2013) nocodefunctions/Umigon tool and API. This tool employs a
rule‐based system to analyze text and determine whether the senti-
ment is neutral, positive, or negative. According to a comparative
analysis of 23 alternatives, nocodefunctions/Umigon was found to be
particularly effective for analyzing social media text, such as posts on
X (Ribeiro et al. 2016).

2“Retweets” are now called “reposts” since Twitter's rebranding to X; a
“quote” is a specific retweet that allows users to add a comment while
sharing a tweet.

3Demographics such as age and gender were collected and employed
as covariates in our analyses across studies. We also checked for the
participant's tendency to engage with social media content on Face-
book (study 2a) and Instagram (study 3). None had an impact on the
observed results and will therefore not be mentioned further.
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