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Abstract

Brands regularly attempt to stimulate consumer engagement by posting messages on social media platforms (e.g., Facebook), but their
messages are often ignored. How can managers write social media messages that engage consumers? The present research sheds light on how the
language of brand messages influences consumer engagement. Text analyses of brand messages posted on Facebook and Twitter shows that brand
messages that include words that express certainty (e.g., always, everything, forever) are associated with higher levels of consumer engagement
(e.g., likes, comments, shares/retweets). The results of two controlled experiments demonstrate that messages expressing certainty increase
engagement by influencing how consumers perceive brands. Specifically, expressing certainty makes brands seem more powerful, and perceptions
of power exert a positive effect on engagement. In addition, the indirect effect of certainty on consumer engagement is stronger (weaker) among
consumers with higher (lower) power distance beliefs. These results assist marketing managers by demonstrating how language influences
consumer engagement on social media.
© 2020 Direct Marketing Educational Foundation, Inc. dba Marketing EDGE. All rights reserved.
Introduction

Communicating with consumers through social media is
becoming more important as firms shift their focus from
traditional marketing channels to digital channels (Batra &
Keller, 2016). Similar to traditional marketing channels, social
media platforms help firms achieve a wide variety of marketing
outcomes, such as increasing brand awareness, influencing
brand attitudes, and stimulating word-of-mouth communication
and sales (Batra & Keller, 2016). Unlike traditional marketing
channels, however, social media platforms are designed to
engage users, and thus give brands a way to encourage active
responses from consumers (Hollebeek, Glynn, & Brodie,
2014). Facebook and Twitter, for example, allow users to
respond to messages posted by brands and to share their
messages with other platform users. Although social media
platforms are designed to facilitate interactions, engaging
consumers on social media remains an ongoing challenge for
firms (CMOsurvey.org, 2016; Content Marketing Institute,
2016).

The content of brand messages on social media influences
consumer engagement with brands (Hollebeek & Macky, 2019;
Lee, Hosanagar, & Nair, 2018). However, despite the
importance of engaging consumers with brand content,
research is only just beginning to identify the characteristics
of brand messages that drive consumer engagement (Cruz,
Leonhardt, & Pezzuti, 2017; Lee et al., 2018; Ordenes et al.,
2018). The dearth of research on the topic leaves managers with
little guidance on how brand messages can be designed to better
engage and connect with customers. This lack of guidance is
problematic and likely contributes to managers feeling
skeptical about their ability to use social media to achieve
their marketing objectives (CMOsurvey.org, 2016; Content
Marketing Institute, 2016).

The present research addresses this important managerial
problem by identifying a specific, theoretically grounded way
that brands can better engage consumers with their social media
content: write messages that express certainty. Research on
psycholinguistics suggests that when communicators express
certainty, they are perceived to be more powerful (Adkins &
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Brashers, 1995; Han & Lind, 2017; Hart & Childers, 2004).
Moreover, research also suggests that people are attracted to
powerful people and organizations (Billett, Jiang, & Rego,
2014; Bryan, Webster, & Mahaffey, 2011; Herrbach,
Mignonac, & Gatignon, 2004). Combining this past research
leads to an interesting and novel prediction: when a brand uses
words related to certainty in a social media message, consumers
perceive the brand to be more powerful, and, consequently, are
more likely to engage with the message.

We tested this prediction by analyzing the Facebook and
Twitter messages of well-known brands and by conducting
controlled, randomized experiments in the lab. The results of
the studies reveal that using words related to certainty in social
media messages increases consumer engagement with the
brand. Moreover, the experiments show that using words
related to certainty makes a brand seem more powerful and that
perceptions of brand power lead consumers to engage with the
brand. The experiments also show that the strength of this
process depends on consumers' power distance beliefs. The
positive, indirect effect of expressing certainty in social media
messages is stronger (weaker) among consumers with higher
(lower) power distance beliefs. These results not only
contribute to the literature on brand communication, power,
and cultural dimensions theory, they also guide managers by
revealing how to create content that consumers will like,
comment on, and share.

Literature Review

Marketing executives are spending more and more of their
marketing budgets on social media each year. The percent of
marketing budgets dedicated to social media is expected to
increase from 12% to 20.5% between 2018 and 2023
(CMOsurvey.org, 2016). Firms are spending more on social
media because consumers are spending more time on social
media, it is easier to target small segments of consumers on
social media, and it typically costs less to reach a large number
of consumers on social media compared to traditional
marketing channels such as television, print, and radio
advertising (Arenas-Gaitán, Rondan-Cataluña, & Ramírez-
Correa, 2018; Moe & Ratchford, 2018; Wang & Kim, 2017).
Another benefit of social media platforms is that they
incorporate features that make it easy for consumers to engage
with brands.

Consumer engagement on social media refers to interactions
between consumers and a brand (Lee et al., 2018). Consumers
can interact with brands on social media in a number of ways;
for example, they can respond to a brand's message by leaving a
comment or they can share the message with members of their
network. Firms are increasingly trying to engage consumers
because engagement leads to important marketing outcomes,
including brand referrals, sales, and profit (Mochon, Johnson,
Schwartz, & Ariely, 2018; Nambisan & Baron, 2007; Sawhney,
Verona, & Prandelli, 2005).

Research on designing content that engages consumers on
social media has only recently begun. Ordenes et al. (2018), for
example, found that consumers are more likely to share brand
messages that are expressive (e.g., Happiness is a warm cup of
coffee) and that provide objective information (e.g., Alienware
18 now includes Intel's fastest mobile processor). Lee et al.
(2018) found that humor and emotion can also drive consumer
engagement. Additionally, using second-person pronouns
increases the extent that consumers self-reference with message
content, thereby increasing the likelihood that they share, like,
and comment on brand messages posted on Facebook (Cruz et
al., 2017). We extend the literature on identifying content-
specific factors associated with consumer engagement on social
media by focusing on the expression of certainty in the
language of brand messages.

Certainty is defined as “the state of being completely
confident or having no doubt about something” (Cambridge,
2020). Thus, certainty refers to a sense of conviction or a
general air of confidence. The specific words that a commu-
nicator uses in a message express the extent to which the
communicator feels certain about the opinion, belief, or idea
they are sharing (Corley & Wedeking, 2014; Han & Lind,
2017). Research on certainty in language has identified a
dictionary of 113 words that express certainty (Pennebaker,
Boyd, Jordan, & Blackburn, 2015; Pennebaker, Chung, Ireland,
Gonzales, & Booth, 2007). The dictionary has been validated
and is widely used in psycholinguistic research (Boyd &
Pennebaker, 2016; Cohen, 2012; Corley & Wedeking, 2014;
Proyer & Brauer, 2018: Shields et al., 2013). Words that
communicate certainty connote totality and completeness
(entire, everywhere, wholly), conviction (commitment, definite,
fact, obvious), and permanence (forever, always; Hart &
Childers, 2004). Brands can choose words that connote these
concepts when communicating with consumers. For example,
brands can communicate totality by claiming that a product is
suitable for everyone and conviction by saying that they have
absolute confidence in their products. Although the effect of
certainty in brand messages has not been studied, previous
research has demonstrated a positive relationship between
expressing certainty and persuasion. For example, consumers
prefer financial advisors that express certainty since certainty
makes them seem more knowledgeable about the products and
services they provide (Price & Stone, 2004). Certainty also
relates to risk perceptions, which refers to judgments about
potential losses, in that higher levels of certainty reduce
perceptions of risk (Tuu, Olsen, & Linh, 2011).

Using language that communicates certainty also makes a
communicator seem more powerful (Adkins & Brashers, 1995;
Han & Lind, 2017; Hart & Childers, 2004). Power is the
“asymmetric control over valuable resources and outcomes
within a specific situation and set of social relationships”
(Galinsky, Magee, Gruenfeld, Whitson, & Liljenquist, 2008, p.
1,451), and thus involves both control over and independence
from others. Because powerful people are free from social
constraints, they tend to be more influenced by their own
internal states than by situational factors (Keltner, Gruenfeld, &
Anderson, 2003; Kraus, Chen, & Keltner, 2011). As a result,
power increases confidence in one's opinions and perspectives
by increasing people's sensitivity to their personal experiences
and feelings (Kraus et al., 2011; See, Morrison, Rothman, &



Fig. 1. The conceptual model of how certainty in brand messages affects
consumer engagement. The effect of perceptions of brand power on consumer
engagement is stronger (weaker) among consumers with higher (lower) power
distance beliefs.
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Soll, 2011). The inward focus associated with power also
results in less attention and concern for contradictory views
(Goodwin, Gubin, Fiske, & Yzerbyt, 2000). The psychological
consequences of power—confidence in one's opinions and
perspectives, a disregard for contradictory information, and
fewer social constraints—may contribute to the high level of
certainty communicated in the language of powerful people.

Creating a sense of power by using words that express
certainty on social media might stimulate consumer engage-
ment. Consumers use cues, such as language, to infer how
much power or influence a person has over others (Hart &
Childers, 2004). Moreover, consumers are generally attracted to
powerful people and brands (Billett et al., 2014; Bryan et al.,
2011). One reason power is attractive is because it is associated
with desirable characteristics such as prestige and status
(Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Displays of physical, financial,
and social dominance, for example, all tend to increase personal
attractiveness (Bryan et al., 2011), which suggests that power
and dominance are attractive in general. Brands, like people,
similarly engage in behaviors, such as expressing certainty in
their messages, to make themselves look more powerful,
dominant, and in control of their surroundings. By associating
with powerful companies and brands, consumers can increase
their own sense of power and status (Goldstein & Hays, 2011),
which is generally desirable (Lammers, Stoker, Rink, &
Galinsky, 2016). As a result, people prefer to work for and
invest in powerful, high status companies (Billett et al., 2014;
Herrbach et al., 2004). The positive effect of expressing
certainty on perceptions of power and the positive effect that
perceived power has on consumers' attraction to people and
companies suggests that expressing certainty on social media
may increase consumer engagement by attracting consumers to
brands and their messages. Based on this logic, the effect of
certainty on engagement would be mediated by perceptions of a
brand's power. These predictions are captured in our first two
hypotheses:

H1. Brand messages on social media that express higher levels
of certainty will engage consumers more than messages that
express lower levels of certainty.

H2. The positive effect of certainty on consumer engagement
will be mediated by perceived brand power, such that certainty
will increase perceived brand power, which, in turn, will
increase consumer engagement.

In addition to understanding how expressing certainty in
brand messages affects consumer engagement, it is also
important for marketers to know which factors amplify or
attenuate the process through which certainty affects consumer
engagement. One theoretically relevant factor that could
moderate how certainty affects consumer engagement is
cultural power distance. Power distance, which refers to the
extent to which people expect and accept that power is
distributed unequally in general, has been shown to predict
consumer behavior in various domains (Hofstede, Hofstede, &
Minkov, 2010; Roth, 1995; Yun, Park, & Ha, 2008). If
messages high in certainty are more engaging because they
make the firm seem more powerful, as we hypothesize, then
certain language will likely have a larger effect on consumers
who hold stronger power distance beliefs.

Consumers with high power distance beliefs tend to be
sensitive to their own sense of power as well as the power of
others (Hofstede et al., 2010; Inkeles, 1960; Lenski, 1966).
Cultures that are comprised of consumers with high power
distance beliefs expect and accept more discrepancies in power
and afford more prestige to people who hold power. As a result,
people in these cultures actively work to maintain and increase
their power (Hofstede et al., 2010). The positive effect of power
distance on consumers' sensitivity and pursuit of power
influences important marketing outcomes (Kim, 2014; Roth,
1995). For example, brand images based on status tend to be
more successful in countries where consumers endorse high
power distance; whereas brand images based on the brand's
functionality tend to be more successful in countries where
consumers endorse low power distance (Roth, 1995). Featuring
celebrity endorsers in marketing communication is also more
effective among consumers that endorse high power distance
(Winterich, Gangwar, & Grewal, 2018). Similarly, we expect
that consumers with higher power distance beliefs will be more
likely to engage with brands that seem powerful.

In the case of brand messages on social media, we predict
that brand messages that express certainty make the brand seem
more powerful, which makes consumers more likely to engage
with the brand. However, the extent that consumers endorse
power distance should moderate the effect of brand power on
consumer engagement since consumers with higher power
distance beliefs tend to place more importance on power
(Hofstede et al., 2010). Because consumers with higher
power distance beliefs place more importance on power, we
predict that the positive effect of brand power on consumer
engagement is stronger (weaker) among consumers with higher
(lower) power distance beliefs. The power distance beliefs of
consumers should therefore also influence the indirect effect of
expressing certainty on consumer engagement by strengthening
the effect of perceived brand power on consumer engagement.
The moderating effect of power distance on the indirect effect
of expressing certainty on consumer engagement (through
perceptions of brand power) is illustrated in Fig. 1 and
summarized in the following hypothesis:

H3. Consumers who are relatively higher in power distance
beliefs will be more likely to engage with messages that use
certain language, and the indirect effect of certainty on
engagement will be stronger for consumers higher in power

Image of Fig. 1


Table 1
Descriptive statistics of Facebook posts analyzed in Study 1a.

Brand
name

Total brand
posts

% of brand posts
with certainty
words(s)

Average
word count

Adidas 209 34% 22.8
Amazon 500 29% 23.3
AT&T 313 20% 22.3
Bank of America 490 29% 28.0
Citibank 295 19% 27.8
Delta 487 24% 26.9
General Motors 270 35% 38.3
Intel 289 19% 17.1
LinkedIn 489 21% 17.4
Lululemon 500 22% 21.8
Monster Energy 500 22% 21.0
McDonald's 341 16% 14.5
Red Bull 465 9% 9.2
Samsung 395 12% 15.2
Skittles 385 22% 13.6
Under Armour 457 26% 17.4
Victoria's Secret 497 19% 15.1
Walmart 500 18% 17.6
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distance because, relative to consumers lower in power
distance, they will be more likely to engage with messages
from brands they think are powerful.

Overview of Studies

We conducted four studies to examine whether expressing
certainty in brand messages leads to higher levels of consumer
engagement. Study 1a tests this effect by assessing actual
interactions between brands and consumers on Facebook. The
data consist of messages posted by brands and consumers'
engagement with the brand messages. Study 1b replicates the
majority of the results from Study 1a using data from Twitter.
Study 2a extends the results of Studies 1a and 1b by testing
whether certainty exerts a causal influence on consumer
engagement by conducting an experiment in which we
manipulate whether or not a brand uses certain language in a
Facebook post. Study 2a also examines the process driving the
relationship between certainty and consumer engagement.
Study 2b confirms the results found in Study 2a using a
different setting.

Study 1a

Study 1a was designed to test our first hypothesis—that
brand messages that express higher levels of certainty on social
media engage consumers more than messages that express
lower levels of certainty. This hypothesis was tested by
analyzing 7,382 messages posted to Facebook. The Facebook
messages were generated by brands from a variety of industries.
The relationship between expressing certainty in messages and
the number of likes, comments, and shares generated by each
message was assessed.

Field Data

We obtained brand messages posted to Facebook from
UnMetric (unmetric.com), a social media analytics service
provider. Our sample included messages that were posted to
Facebook between July 2013 and June 2014. In addition to the
messages, Unmetric provided us with three indicators of
consumer engagement: the number of likes, comments, and
shares associated with each message. Messages were pulled
from Facebook each day during the data collection period and
the metadata associated with each message was updated daily.
Metadata was updated for an additional month following the
collection period to ensure that consumers had an adequate
opportunity to interact with each message. Research indicates
that 99.9% of engagement with social media messages occurs
within the first 15 days of the messages being posted to social
media (Lee et al., 2018).

The messages in our sample came from 18 brands that
represent a variety of industries. The brands included in the
sample were Adidas, Amazon, AT&T, Bank of America,
Citibank, Delta, General Motors, Intel, LinkedIn, Lululemon,
Monster Energy, McDonald's, Red Bull, Samsung, Skittles,
Under Armour, Victoria's Secret, and Walmart. The data
provider gave us access to the most recent 500 messages
posted by each brand during the data collection period. Four
brands reached this limit: Amazon, Lululemon, Monster
Energy, and Walmart. Descriptive information about the
brands' posts are displayed in Table 1. The final sample
consisted of 7,382 Facebook posts. As is common, consumer
engagement varied greatly across messages and had a
positively skewed distribution. The number of likes per post
ranged from 0 to 709,627 (M = 6,612.88, SD = 26,341.11;
skewness = 11.58, SE = 0.03), the number of shares per post
ranged from 0 to 28,553 (M = 279.08, SD = 1,094.22;
skewness = 12.29, SE = 0.03), and the number of comments
per post ranged from 0 to 26,811 (M = 200.52, SD = 1,018.17;
skewness = 11.58, SE = 0.03).

The messages posted by the brands included text, such as
the following Facebook post by LinkedIn: “College dropout
raised by a single mom went from serving buffalo wings to
serving as CEO. For real.” Of the messages collected, 8.8%
(n = 646) were only text, 26% (n = 1,916) included text
and a link, 55.3% (n = 4,081) included text and a photo, and
10% (n = 739) included text and a video. The number of
words in the brand messages ranged from 1 to 152 (M =
20.08, SD = 12.93).

Analysis of Field Data

We used Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC)
software to code the expression of certainty in each brand
message. Commercial and academic versions of this software
can be obtained online (liwc.wpengine.com). This software has
been widely used to analyze the content of social media
messages (e.g., Hewett, Rand, Rust, & van Heerde, 2016; Leek,
Houghton, & Canning, 2019; Liu, Xie, & Zhang, 2019;
Wakefield & Wakefield, 2018). The LIWC program includes
a dictionary containing 113 different words that express
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certainty (e.g., absolute, defined, must, never, perfect, proof,
visibly). The words included in the LIWC dictionary are based
on the research of Pennebaker and colleagues which has
demonstrated the internal and external validity of using the
LIWC dictionary to assess the prevalence of psychological
constructs in text communications (Pennebaker, 2011;
Pennebaker et al., 2015; Pennebaker & Chung, 2013;
Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010). Our independent variable was
the proportion of words in a message that express certainty,
which the LIWC program calculates by dividing the number of
words that express certainty in a message by the total number of
words (Pennebaker et al., 2015). The majority of brand
messages did not include any of the 113 words that
Pennebaker et al. (2015) identified as expressing certainty.
However, 21.9% (N = 1,614) of the brand messages did
contain at least one word expressing certainty. The percent of
words that expressed certainty in a message ranged from
0 to 50%.

We assessed engagement, our dependent variable, by
summing the number of “shares,” “comments,” and “likes”
for each brand message (Cruz et al., 2017). However, we also
analyzed these indictors individually. In general, count data,
such as the number of times a consumer engages with a
message on social media, tends to be positively skewed. To
account for overdispersion, we used negative binomial
regression. Additionally, we included control variables to
account for possible confounds. We controlled for the number
of words in each message, the number of people following the
Facebook account the day the message was posted, and a
continuous measure of the sentiment expressed in the post
which was determined by the LIWC program (Pennebaker et
al., 2015). We also created dummy variables indicating the
brand that made the post and whether the post mentioned
another brand (0 = no other brands were mentioned, 1 = at
least one other brand was mentioned). We created dummy
variables to account for brand post type, i.e., text-only, text plus
link, text plus photo, or text plus video. Finally, we controlled
for whether the messages attempted to include humor by
manually coding for the presence or absence of humor in 800 of
the posts (approximately 10% of the sample). We used a
convolutional neural network (Kim, 2014) to code the
remaining 6,582 Facebook posts. We trained the network
using the manually coded posts, after which the network
classified the remaining posts as either probably containing
humor or not. The network accurately coded 85.62% of the
posts, which exceeds the 80% criterion that the literature
suggests (Berger et al., 2019).

Results

The likelihood ratio test for the negative binomial regression
model was significant (χ2(22) = 11,875.49, p < .001) indicat-
ing good fit. Importantly, the results of the analysis support our
first hypothesis and show that using words that express
certainty results in more consumer engagement on Facebook
(B = 0.008, p = .031). Among the control variables, tests of the
model effects reveal that the categorical control variables
representing the brand making the post and the type of message
were significant (brand: Wald χ2 (17) = 10,050.98, p < .001;
type: Wald χ2 (3) = 434,72, p < .001). Mentioning another
brand had no effect on engagement (B = −0.036, p = .491).
Word count had a positive effect on engagement (B = 0.018,
p < .001). Number of fans and sentiment negatively affected
engagement (fans: B = −2.158E-8, p = .033; sentiment: B =
−0.001, p = .004). Humor had a marginally significant positive
effect on engagement (B = 0.292, p = .071).

We also tested whether using words that express certainty
in brand messages is associated with each of the three
indicators of engagement (i.e., likes, comments, and shares)
using the same model described above. The results provide
further support for our hypothesis. Using words that express
certainty resulted in more shares (B = 0.012, p = .001),
comments (B = 0.01, p = .005), and likes (B = 0.007, p =
.051). Among the categorical control variables, model
effects show that brand and post type were significant across
all three outcome variables (p's < .001). Mentioning another
brand was positively related to each indicator variable
(p's < .05). Number of fans had a negative effect on shares
(B = −9.259E-8, p < .001), comments (B = −4.502E-8,
p < .001), and likes (B = −2.263E-8, p < .001). Word count
had a positive effect on likes (B = 0.015, p < .001) and
comments (B = 0.013, p < .001), but a negative effect on
shares (B = −0.011, p < .001). Sentiment had a negative
effect on likes (B = −0.001, p = .002), but no effect on shares
(B = −0.001, p = .139) or comments (B = 0.001, p = .482).
Humor had a positive effect on comments (B = 0.939,
p < .001), but no effect on shares (B = 0.100, p = .452) or
likes (B = 0.206, p = .193).
Discussion

In sum, the results from Study 1a provide initial evidence
that consumers engage more with brand messages that express
certainty. Consumers were more likely to like, comment on,
and share messages that expressed greater certainty. Although
this study provides initial evidence for a positive effect of
expressing certainty on consumer engagement, whether the
positive effect extends to other social media platforms is
unclear. Study 1b addresses this limitation.
Study 1b

Study 1b tests whether the positive effect of expressing
certainty on consumer engagement, observed in the previous
study, extends to another social media platform, Twitter.
Facebook and Twitter are both popular among companies
promoting their brands (Barnes, Kane, & Maloney, 2018) and
among consumers (Pew, 2019); however, they have different
user demographics and platform characteristics. For instance,
Twitter users tend to be younger, on average, compared to
Facebook users, and Twitter imposes a much stricter character
limit on messages (Pew, 2019).
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Field Data

Brand messages were pulled from the Twitter pages of the
same 18 brands used in Study 1a. As in the previous study, this
data was obtained from UnMetric (unmetric.com). UnMetric
pulled messages from Twitter each day from July 2013 to June
2014, and from this period we were given access to each
brand's most recent 1,000 messages. Engagement data associ-
ated with each message was updated daily for a period of up to
a month following the posting of each message to ensure that
consumers had enough time to engage with each message (Lee
et al., 2018). In accordance with previous research (e.g.,
Ordenes et al., 2018), we analyzed original brand tweets that
were created for the brands' followers. Shared messages (i.e.,
retweets) and replies were excluded since the brand did not
create this content. The final sample included 8,226 messages.
As in the previous study, engagement across the messages was
positively skewed. The number of likes per message ranged
from 0 to 985 (M = 78.76, SD = 128.29; skewness = 3.33,
SE = 0.03), the number of retweets ranged from 0 to 995 (M =
67.92, SD = 116.43; skewness = 3.90, SE = 0.03), and the
number of replies ranged from 0 to 996 (M = 12.43, SD =
39.48; skewness = 10.79, SE = 0.03). The number of words in
each message ranged from 1 to 36 (M = 19.34, SD = 4.95). See
Table 2 for descriptive statistics.

Analysis of Field Data

We assessed the level of certainty in each message using the
same procedure described in Study 1a (see Study 1a for details).
The percent of words that express certainty ranged from 0 to
25%. Only 14.6% (N = 1,198) of the messages contained a
word related to certainty. The dependent variable was the sum
of the shares (retweets), replies, and likes that corresponded to
each message.
Table 2
Descriptive statistics of Twitter posts analyzed in Study 1b.

Brand
name

Total brand
posts

% brand posts
with certainty
word(s)

Average
word count

Adidas 179 26% 21.6
Amazon 826 11% 21.1
AT&T 25 0% 22.7
Bank of America 365 10% 18.4
Citibank 732 9% 19.8
Delta 356 7% 19.7
General Motors 583 17% 21.3
Intel 925 12% 19.8
LinkedIn 742 19% 22.6
Lululemon 173 21% 18.3
Monster Energy 639 12% 19.7
McDonald's 250 14% 16.4
Red Bull 325 10% 17.4
Samsung 550 12% 18.5
Skittles 974 24% 158
Under Armour 502 18% 18.4
Victoria's Secret 53 21% 16.6
Walmart 27 7% 20.4
To account for overdispersion, we analyzed the data using
negative binomial regressions. As in Study 1a, we controlled
for the number of words included in each message, the number
of people following the Twitter account the day the message
was posted, and message sentiment (Pennebaker et al., 2015).
We also created dummy variables to control for the brand that
made the post, whether the post mentioned another brand and
whether the message expressed humor. The humor variable was
created using the same procedure described in the previous
study. The procedure resulted in a machine learning algorithm
that accurately coded 86.25% of the messages, exceeding the
80% criterion (Berger et al., 2019).

Results

The results of the likelihood ratio test indicate a good fit for
the negative binomial regression model (χ2(23) = 4,919.51,
p < .001). The results also support our hypothesis—Twitter
messages that expressed relatively higher levels of certainty
engaged consumers more than messages that expressed
relatively lower levels of certainty (B = 0.024, p < .001).
Among the control variables, the brand that made the post
was significant (Wald χ2 (17) = 3,949.07, p < .001). Mention-
ing another brand had a positive effect on engagement (B =
0.108, p = .032). Number of fans and word count were not
significant (p's > 0.10). Humor exerted a positive effect on
engagement (B = 0.229, p < .001), whereas sentiment exerted
a negative effect (B = −0.002, p < .001).

We used the same model to test whether certainty related to
each of the engagement indicators (retweets, replies, and
likes). Expressing certainty in messages increased the number
of corresponding retweets (B = 0.028, p < .001) and likes
(B = 0.024, p < .001). Certainty did not affect replies (B =
0.001, p = .952). Tests of the model effects reveal that the
brand that generated the message was significant across the
three outcome variables (p's < .001). Mentioning another
brand had a significant effect on likes (B = 0.116, p = .021)
and a marginally significant effect on retweets (B = 0.089,
p = .079), but no effect on replies (B = −0.011, p = .834).
Word count had a negative effect on retweets (B = −0.004,
p = .082) and replies (B = −0.02, p < .001), but not on likes
(B = −0.001, p = .635). Number of fans had a positive effect
on likes (B = 1.033E-7, p < .001), but a negative effect on
retweets (B = −1.500E-7, p < .001) and replies (B =
−3.015E-7, p < .001). Humor had a positive effect on
retweets (B = 0.432, p < .001) and replies (B = 0.268,
p < .001), but no effect on likes (B = 0.021, p = .699).
Sentiment had a negative effect on all three indicators
(p's < .001).

Discussion

Study 1b shows that expressing certainty in brand
messages posted to Twitter is associated with higher levels
of consumer engagement. These results replicate those found
among brand messages posted to Facebook (Study 1a).
Replicating the effect across different social media platforms
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Fig. 2. Facebook posts used in Study 2a.
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and among several different indicators of consumer engage-
ment provides robust evidence for the positive relationship
between expressing certainty and consumer engagement. It is
important to note, however, that relying on field data limits
our ability to infer causation and identify a process through
which certainty leads to engagement. Field data also does not
let us control for the context of the message. The following
experimental studies were designed to address these
limitations.

Study 2a

The previous studies identified a positive relationship
between using words that relate to certainty and consumer
engagement with brand messages posted on social media.
Study 2a extends these results in several important ways. First,
it tests whether certainty causes an increase in consumer
engagement by experimentally manipulating whether brand
messages use words related to certainty. By conducting a
controlled experiment instead of analyzing field data, we were
able to control the context of the message and verify that
participants perceived different levels of certainty in the brand
messages. Second, the study investigates the process driving
the relationship between certainty and engagement. Previous
research suggests that language expressing certainty tends to
increase the extent to which a communicator seems powerful in
general (Adkins & Brashers, 1995; Han & Lind, 2017; Hart &
Childers, 2004). Because consumers are drawn to powerful
brands (Billett et al., 2014; Goldstein & Hays, 2011; Herrbach
et al., 2004), we predict that certainty in brand messages
will increase engagement by increasing perceptions of a brand's
power (H2). Third, this study further examines the proposed
process by testing whether chronic power distance beliefs of
the consumer moderate the indirect effect of certainty on
engagement. Specifically, we test whether consumers who have
higher power distance beliefs engage more with brand
messages using words that express certainty because these
consumers are more likely to engage with brands that they
believe are powerful (H3).

Method

Participants recruited from Amazon's Mechanical Turk
completed the study in exchange for a small payment. The
survey began with a reading check to verify that participants
were reading the instructions. One participant failed the reading
check and was directed out of the study before being assigned
to an experimental condition. The final sample consisted of
504 participants (222 female, age 19–71, M = 36.7, all from
the USA).

In the experiment, participants viewed a Facebook message
from the fictitious brand, Cloud Scaling. The content of the
message promoted the company's services to backup and store
computer files. We manipulated the language in the message
such that one version of the post used certain language and the
other version did not. Participants randomly assigned to the
high certainty condition, read: “Don't let a computer crash ruin
everything. Choose the absolute best in data storage.”
Participants in the low certainty condition read: “Don't let a
computer crash ruin things. Choose the best in data storage.”
(see Fig. 2).

After viewing the Facebook post, participants responded to
the following measures. We measured the likelihood of
engaging with the brand message using an item adapted from
Berger (2011). It used a seven-point scale (1 = very unlikely,
7 = very likely) and asked, “How likely would you be to like,
comment, or share this Facebook post.” We measured
perceptions of brand power using four items adapted from
Warren, Pezzuti, and Koley (2018). Specifically, participants
responded to the following items using a seven-point scale with
endpoints ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”:
(1) The company seems powerful, (2) The company seems
strong, (3) The company seems assertive, and (4) The company
seems dominant (alpha = 0.94). We measured the power
distance beliefs of the participants using five items from Yoo,
Donthu, and Lenartowicz (2011). The items (e.g., “People in
higher positions should make most decisions without consult-
ing people in lower positions”) used seven-point scales with
endpoints ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”
(alpha = 0.91). Note that these measures assess chronic
individual beliefs about power distance in general; they do
not assess participants' opinion about specific brands or
companies. As a manipulation check, participants also
responded to the following item using a seven-point scale
with endpoints ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly
agree”: “The post communicates the company's message with a
high level of certainty.” Finally, we measured participants'
demographic information and their usage of Facebook (see
Appendix C).

Image of Fig. 2
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Results

Before testing the hypotheses, we verified that participants
in the high certainty condition perceived higher certainty in the
message than participants in the low certainty condition by
testing a one-factor ANOVA with the certainty manipulation as
the independent variable and perceptions of certainty as the
dependent variable. As expected, compared to participants in
the low certainty condition, participants in the high certainty
condition thought the post communicated the message with a
higher degree of certainty (M = 5.21 vs. 4.58; F (1, 500 =
17.48, p < .001).

We tested the effect of certainty on engagement with the
brand message using a one-factor ANOVA with certainty as the
independent variable and the likelihood of engaging with the
brand message as the dependent variable. The results show that
participants in the high certainty condition were more likely to
engage with the brand message than participants in the low
certainty condition (M = 2.82 vs. 2.41; F (1, 499) = 5.77, p =
.017), thus supporting the prediction that certainty leads to
higher engagement with brand messages on social media (H1).
The results remained significant after controlling for partici-
pants' Facebook use (F (1, 498) = 5.55, p = .019).

We assessed the process through which certainty affects
engagement with brand messages on social media by testing
two models. The first model was a mediation model that
included certainty as the independent variable, perceptions of
the brand's power as the mediating variable, and engagement
with the brand as the dependent variable (Model 4, Hayes,
2013). The second model was a moderated mediation model
(Model 14, Hayes, 2013). It tested whether the indirect effect of
certainty on engagement was moderated by power distance
beliefs (see Fig. 1).

The results of the mediation model indicate that perceptions
of brand power mediated the effect of certainty on the
likelihood of engaging with the brand. As shown in Fig. 3,
using words that express certainty caused the brand to seem
more powerful (B = 0.48, t = 3.30, p < .01), and this percep-
tion of brand power increased participants' likelihood of
engaging with the brand (B = 0.70, t = 16.44, p < .001). The
indirect effect of certainty on engagement through perceptions
of brand power was significant (indirect effect = 0.33, 95% CI
0.14 to 0.53, based on 5,000 resamples). Moreover, the direct
effect of certainty on the likelihood of engaging with the brand
(B = 0.39, t = 2.28, p = .023) became insignificant after
Fig. 3. The effect of certainty on engagement is mediated by perceptions of
brand power (indirect effect = 0.33, 95% CI 0.14 to 0.53, based on 5,000
resamples). Note: The figure shows unstandardized regression coefficients.
⁎p < .05, ⁎⁎p < .01, ⁎⁎⁎p < .001.
accounting for perceptions of brand power (B = 0.08, t =
0.54, p = .59). These results suggest that the effect of certainty
on engagement with brand messages on social media is fully
mediated by perceptions of brand power.

Next, we used a moderated mediation model to test
whether the process through which certainty affects engage-
ment is moderated by power distance. The model included
certainty as the independent variable, perceptions of brand
power as the mediating variable, the likelihood of engaging
with the brand as the dependent variable, and power distance
beliefs as a variable moderating the relationship between
perceptions of brand power and the likelihood of engaging
with the brand (see Fig. 1). The results show that the
interaction between perceptions of brand power and power
distance beliefs on the likelihood of engaging with the brand
was significant (B = 0.06, t = 2.27, p = .024). Power distance
beliefs, in turn, moderated the indirect effect of certainty on
the likelihood of engaging with the brand (index of moderated
mediation = 0.03, 95% CI 0.007 to 0.06, based on 5,000
resamples). An analysis of the indirect effect of certainty on
engagement among participants with low, medium, and high
power distance beliefs shows that the indirect effect was
stronger for participants with relatively high power distance
beliefs (indirect effect = 0.33, 95% CI 0.13 to 0.54) compared
to participants with average (indirect effect = 0.29, 95% CI
0.11 to 0.47) and relatively low (indirect effect = 0.25, 95%
CI 0.09 to 0.41) power distance beliefs.
Discussion

The results of Study 2a confirm that using language that
expresses certainty increases consumer engagement with
brands on social media. The effect of expressing certainty
on consumer engagement occurs because certainty increases
perceptions of a brand's power, which, in turn, has a positive
effect on engagement. These results are consistent with the
literature suggesting that expressing certainty increases
perceived power (Adkins & Brashers, 1995; Han & Lind,
2017; Hart & Childers, 2004) and that consumers are attracted
to powerful people and brands (Billett et al., 2014; Bryan et
al., 2011; Goldstein & Hays, 2011; Herrbach et al., 2004).
The results also demonstrate that the strength of this effect
depends on a consumer's cultural orientation—specifically,
their power distance beliefs. The indirect effect of certainty
on engagement, through perceptions of brand power, is
stronger among consumer who hold stronger power distance
beliefs.

These results provide managers with clear guidance on how
to increase consumer engagement though the content they
promote on social media. In addition, these results align with
those obtained in our field studies. However, the present study
investigated a single message from a single brand (Cloud
Scaling) on a single platform (Facebook). To establish the
generalizability of the effect of certainty on engagement and the
process underlying the effect, we attempt to replicate the results
in a different setting in Study 2b.

Image of Fig. 3


Fig. 4. Twitter messages used in Study 2b.
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Study 2b

Study 2a offered initial evidence that expressing certainty in
a brand message leads to more engagement by making brands
seem more powerful. Study 2b tests the generalizability of this
effect by conducting a similar experiment but with different
messages generated by a different company on a different
social media platform. Study 2b thereby attempts to confirm:
(a) whether perceptions of brand power mediate the relation-
ship between expressing certainty in brand messages and
engagement and (b) whether the indirect effect of expressing
certainty on engagement (through perceptions of brand power)
is moderated by power distance beliefs (see Fig. 1).

Method

A total of 606 active Twitter users were recruited for this
study using the platform Prolific Academic (Peer, Brandimarte,
Samat, & Acquisti, 2017). Twenty-seven participants failed the
reading check and were directed out of the study before being
assigned to an experimental condition. Among the 579
participants that completed the study, 262 were female, and
ages ranged from 18 to 76 (M = 35.0). All participants were
from the USA.

Participant read a message posted by a fictitious online
retailer, JJM, to Twitter. The message promoted the company's
customer service. We manipulated the message to express high
or low certainty by varying the proportion of words that
Pennebaker et al. (2015) have identified as expressing certainty.
Participants that were randomly assigned to the high certainty
condition read: “It's a fact. Customer reviews prove that we
provide undeniably good service. You'll be completely
satisfied.” Participants randomly assigned to the low certainty
condition read: “It's correct. Customer reviews suggest that we
provide good service. You'll be satisfied.” See Fig. 4 to see the
posts.

After viewing the Twitter message, participants responded
to the same items measured in Study 2a, except that we
modified the engagement measure to make it appropriate for
Twitter (i.e., “How likely would you be to like, reply, or retweet
this Twitter post?”). The items used to measure perceptions of
brand power (α = 0.92) and power distance beliefs (α = 0.83)
showed adequate reliability. As a manipulation check, partic-
ipants indicated the extent to which they agreed with the
statement, “The post communicates the company's message
with a high level of certainty,” on a scale from 1 (“strongly
disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”).

Results

The manipulation check confirmed that the manipulation
worked as intended. Participants in the high certainty condition
perceived that the message expressed more certainty (M =
5.09) than participants in the low certainty condition (M =
4.21; F (1, 577) = 33.64, p < .001).

The results of a single-factor ANOVA with certainty as the
independent variable and the likelihood of engaging with the
brand message as the dependent variable provide further
support for our first hypothesis. Specifically, participants in
the high certainty condition indicated higher levels of
engagement (M = 2.28) than participants in the low certainty
condition (M = 2.00; F (1, 575) = 4.36, p = .037).

To test whether perceptions of brand power mediated the
effect of expressing certainty on consumer engagement, we
tested a mediation model (Model 4, Hayes, 2013) with certainty
as the predictor variable, perceptions of brand power as the
mediator, and the likelihood of engaging with the brand
message as the outcome variable. The results replicated Study
2a and show that expressing certainty exerted a positive effect
on perceptions of brand power (B = 0.69, t = 5.36, p < .001)
and that perceptions of brand power had a positive effect on
engagement (B = 0.55, t = 14.66, p < .001), thus resulting in a
positive indirect effect of expressing certainty on engagement
(indirect effect = 0.38, 95% CI 0.24 to 0.55, based on 5,000
resamples). Moreover, the relationship between expressing
certainty and engagement became non-significant after ac-
counting for perceptions of brand power (B = −0.10, t =
−0.81, p = .42), indicating full mediation.

We also replicated the moderated mediation model tested in
Study 2a to test whether power distance beliefs moderated the
indirect effect of expressing certainty on engagement (see Fig.
1). The moderated mediation model (Model 14, Hayes, 2013)
included certainty as the predictor variable, perceptions of
brand power as the mediator, engagement as the dependent
variable, and power distance beliefs as a variable moderating
the relationship between perceptions of brand power and
engagement. Again, the indirect effect of expressing certainty
on brand power (through perceptions of brand power)
depended on the power distance beliefs of the participants
(index of moderated mediation = 0.05, 95% CI 0.004 to 0.10,
based on 5,000 resamples). As predicted, the indirect effect of

Image of Fig. 4
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certainty on engagement was stronger among participants who
endorse higher levels of power distance (indirect effect low =
0.31, 95% CI 0.19 to 0.46; indirect effect medium = 0.37, 95%
CI 0.24 to 0.52; indirect effect high = 0.42, 95% CI 0.27 to
0.62).

Discussion

Study 2b replicated the direct, mediated, and moderated
mediation effects found in Study 2a with different messages,
posted on a different platform (Twitter instead of Facebook),
from a brand in a different industry. Together, the results of
Studies 2a and 2b show that expressing certainty in brand
messages makes brands seem more powerful and that
consumers want to engage with powerful brands. The studies
also show that power distance beliefs amplify the indirect effect
of expressing certainty on engagement. Thus, although
marketers are likely to benefit from expressing certainty when
communicating to consumers on social media in general, the
positive results of expressing certainty may be greatest when
communicating with consumers with high power distance
beliefs, for example, consumers in countries like China,
Mexico, and Russia.

General Discussion

Brands can increase the likelihood that consumers interact
with their social media posts by using words that express
certainty (e.g., always, all, never, definitely; Pennebaker et al.,
2015). We observed the relationship between certainty and
engagement in two field studies involving millions of actual
interactions between brands and consumers and in two
controlled experiments. Consumers engage more with brand
messages that express certainty because expressing certainty
makes brands seem more powerful, and consumers want to
engage with powerful brands. The positive effect of perceptions
of brand power on consumer engagement, however, is
moderated by power distance beliefs. The positive relationship
between perceptions of brand power and engagement is
stronger among consumers with relatively higher power
distance beliefs. As a result, the indirect effect of expressing
certainty on consumer engagement is stronger among consumer
with higher power distance beliefs.

Theoretical Implications

The study of certainty has a long history in consumer
research and marketing (Brown & Bond, 1995; Gopinath &
Nyer, 2009; Pullig, Netemeyer, & Biswas, 2006; Rucker &
Petty, 2006; Rucker, Tormala, Petty, & Briñol, 2014).
However, much of the research on how certainty affects
consumer behavior and marketing outcomes focuses on attitude
certainty and persuasion. Attitude certainty refers to confidence
in one's opinions or beliefs (Rucker & Petty, 2006) and has
been shown to have important implications. For instance,
attitude certainty reflects the likelihood that an attitude will
change over time and the likelihood that consumers elaborate
on new information (Gopinath & Nyer, 2009; Pullig et al.,
2006; Rucker et al., 2014; Rucker & Petty, 2006). In the
domain of persuasion, research has typically focused on the
relationship between expressing certainty in product risks and
benefits and in consumer judgment and decision making
(Karmarkar and Tormala, 2010; Price & Stone, 2004). For
example, Karmarkar and Tormala (2010) studied how attitudes
toward restaurants are affected by the confidence expressed in
the reviews of the restaurant.

Marketing communications, however, often encompass
more than communicating risks and benefits. Many forms of
communication, such as brand messages on social media,
focus on consumer-brand engagement (Mangold & Faulds,
2009). As demonstrated in the present research, expanding
the study of certainty to brand communications on social
media has important implications. By connecting research in
psycholinguistics, which links certainty to power (Adkins &
Brashers, 1995; Han & Lind, 2017; Hart & Childers, 2004),
with research in brand communications, we show that
expressing certainty in brand messages on social media does
more than merely shape how consumers interpret information
about products and services. Expressing certainty makes
brands seem powerful, which, in turn, drives consumers to
engage with them.

Our research also expands the literature on power. Within
the marketing literature, brand power is typically conceptual-
ized as brand equity, which reflects brand awareness and the
types of associations and attitudes consumers maintain toward a
brand (Na, Marshall, & Keller, 1999). In other literature,
however, power is conceptualized as strength, dominance, and
the ability to control resources (Bryan et al., 2011; Galinsky et
al., 2008; Keltner et al., 2003). Although brands vary in their
assertiveness and the extent that they exhibit dominant traits,
little research has focused on how perceptions of a brand's
power affects consumers (Kronrod, Grinstein, & Wathieu,
2012). Nike's slogan “Just do it,” for example, uses assertive-
ness to help create a powerful brand image. Our findings
contribute to the understanding of brand communication and
perceived brand power by showing that social media users'
perceptions of brand power affect behavioral outcomes relevant
to digital marketers, such as engagement.

This research also contributes to the literature on cultural
dimensions theory by demonstrating that power distance affects
how consumers respond to the language of others. Although
power distance has been shown to influence a range of
behaviors (Hofstede et al., 2010; Roth, 1995; Yun et al.,
2008), its effect on how people respond to the language used by
others is unclear. The boundaries and vertical relationships that
exist among social classes tend to be well-defined among those
living in cultures marked by high power distance (Hofstede et
al., 2010; Inkeles, 1960; Lenski, 1966). People in high power
distance cultures tend to be focused on class and aspire to
maintain and gain power (Hofstede et al., 2010). As our results
show, this cultural difference has important implications for
understanding how the language used by a communicator
affects the behavior of the person receiving the message. In the
case of brand messages on social media, these differences affect
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the extent to which expressing certainty affects consumer
engagement.

Managerial Implications

The importance of providing firms with strategies that will
help them engage consumers on social media is increasing as
marketing managers commit larger portions of their budget to
social media (CMOsurvey.org, 2016). One of the most
important factors affecting consumer engagement is the content
that brands disseminate through social media (Lee et al., 2018).
Since text-based language is a central component of marketing
communications on social media, understanding aspects of
language that drive engagement is imperative. The present
research provides insight to social media marketers on how to
increase consumer engagement through the language they use
in their text-based online communications.

Indeed, there are many ways that brands can express
certainty. In our studies, we assessed whether brand messages
contained specific words that have been shown to relate to
certainty in previous research (Pennebaker et al., 2015).
Although single words may seem rather insignificant, recent
research has shown that the inclusion of specific words can
increase engagement on social media. For example, second-
person pronouns, such as “you” or “yours” increase engage-
ment by making brand messages seem more self-relevant (Cruz
et al., 2017). The messages analyzed in our field studies
contained many different words that express certainty, for
example, “all,” “every,” “never,” “nothing,” “true,” “perfect,”
“commit,” and “prove.” In our experiments, we were able to
increase the likelihood that consumers would engage with
brands though subtle linguistic changes, for example, by using
the word “everything” rather than “things” and by using the
phrase “the absolute best” rather than “the best.” In addition,
this rather simple “certainty effect” seems to be underutilized in
social media marketing communications. Our field studies
found that a relatively low percentage of brand messages
express certainty (21.9% on Facebook and 14.6% on Twitter).
This suggests that brands can increase engagement by using a
greater proportion of certainty words in their social media
messages.

The results of the present research also suggest that the
observed certainty effect is robust across social media platforms
including Facebook and Twitter. Using words related to
certainty was associated with more shares, comments, and
likes on Facebook and with more retweets and likes on Twitter.
In addition, understanding the process through which certainty
affects consumer engagement broadens the possible implica-
tions of the certainty effect. As illustrated in Studies 2a and 2b,
certainty words increase perceptions of a brand's power, and
perceptions of brand power directly affect engagement. The
positive effect of certainty on perceptions of power suggests
that expressing certainty in other types of marketing commu-
nications (e.g., direct marketing and personal selling) could also
make a brand seem more powerful and dominant, which could
have important implications for other types of marketing
communications—digital or traditional.
Finding a direct effect of perceptions of brand power on
consumer engagement is also important. In particular, it
suggests that an increase in perceived brand power, whether
achieved through the use of certainty words or otherwise, will
increase subsequent engagement. Aston Martin, for example,
recently announced plans to unveil a new concept car on
Facebook with the following message that explicitly references
the power and dominance of the automaker, “In an unprece-
dented show of force, Aston Martin has chosen the 89th Geneva
Motor Show to complete a trio of world debuts ...” Explicitly
stating the company's “unprecedented show of force” may have
increased perceived brand power and subsequent engagement
with the message.

Finally, the results of our research should also help
managers understand the cultural factors that influence the
effectiveness of expressing power in brand messages.
Specifically, managers should emphasize power, for example,
by expressing certainty and confidence, in their brand
messages when communicating with consumers in high
power distance cultures (e.g., China, Egypt, Mexico, and
Russia). The importance of status and power among
consumers in these cultures tends to enhance the appeal of a
powerful image (Kim & Zhang, 2014; Roth, 1995). This
realization may be especially helpful for multi-national firms
looking to expand their digital presence to emerging markets
marked by high power distance.

Limitations and Future Research

There are a number of ways to expand our research to
address its limitations. A limitation of our research is that it
relied on an established dictionary (Pennebaker et al., 2015) in
which certainty words are equally weighted. Some certainty
words may have a greater effect on perceived brand power and
engagement than others. A more granular approach could
identify certainty words that are most effective for a particular
brand. There are also opportunities to identify additional
boundary conditions for our observed certainty effect. In the
present research, the cultural dimension of power distance
moderated the certainty effect. Power distance is especially
relevant for marketing practice since managers often consider
cultural and geographic factors when segmenting consumers
(Hofstede, Steenkamp, & Wedel, 1999). Future research,
however, could potentially identify other factors that moderate
how consumers respond to the expression of certainty. Socio-
economic status, for example, also relates to how people
respond to power (Keltner et al., 2003) and may have
implications for predicting how consumers respond to expres-
sions of certainty.

Another opportunity for future research is to study whether
and how the effect of message content on consumer
engagement differs depending on social media platform
(e.g., Berger & Iyengar, 2013). Our field study using
Facebook data revealed that the expression of certainty
similarly affected the number of shares, comments, and likes
a message received. However, our field study using Twitter
data found a slightly different result. The expression of
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certainty was associated with more retweets and likes;
however, it did not significantly affect the number of
comments a message received. This discrepancy between
Facebook and Twitter highlights the need to consider
differences across social media platforms. Other differences
in how consumers use Facebook and Twitter have been noted
as well. For example, Smith, Fischer, and Yongjian (2012)
report that brands have a larger effect on the content
consumers create on Twitter than on Facebook. Future
research could shed light on these discrepancies by outlining
the differences between social media platforms and by
uncovering what drives different forms of engagement on a
given platform.

Another limitation of our research is that it focused on one
dependent variable: consumer engagement. Future research
could examine whether expressing certainty in brand messages
on social media affects other important marketing outcomes,
such as brand awareness, attitudes, and conversions or sales.
For instance, engaging consumers on social media is known to
positively affect brand attitude (Cruz et al., 2017; Hollebeek et
al., 2014), and future research could assess whether engage-
ment resulting from the expression of certainty in messaging
affects downstream marketing outcomes such as sales and
satisfaction. Building on this research will provide marketing
managers with the insight they need to understand how
language can be leveraged to create the “absolute best” social
media strategy.
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Appendix A. Negative Binomial Regression Results from
Study 1a (Facebook)

Parameter Estimates

DV: Consumer engagement

Certainty
 0.008 ⁎
Word Count
 0.018 ⁎⁎⁎
Number of followers
 −2.158E-8 ⁎

Humor a
 0.292

Mention other brand b
 −0.036

Positive sentiment
 −0.001 ⁎⁎
Message type

Status update c
 –

Status update and link
 −0.839 ⁎⁎⁎

Status update and photo
 −0.075

Status update and video
 −0.790 ⁎⁎⁎
Brand

Amazon c
 –

Adidas
 −0.693 ⁎⁎

AT&T
 1.221 ⁎⁎⁎
Bank of America
 −0.377

Citibank
 6.602 ⁎⁎
Delta
 −0.596

General Motors
 −1.432 ⁎⁎⁎

Intel
 3.892 ⁎⁎⁎
LinkedIn
 −2.975 ⁎⁎⁎

Lululemon
 −1.882 ⁎⁎⁎

McDonald's
 −5.044 ⁎⁎⁎

Monster Energy
 1.194 ⁎⁎⁎
Red Bull
 1.839 ⁎⁎⁎
Samsung
 2.652 ⁎⁎⁎
Skittles
 1.050 ⁎⁎⁎
Under Armour
 −1.193 ⁎⁎⁎

Victoria's Secret
 2.010 ⁎⁎⁎
Walmart
 0.534 ⁎⁎⁎
Constant
 8.391 ⁎⁎⁎
Log likelihood
 −66,899

N
 7,382
⁎⁎⁎p < .001.
⁎⁎p < .01.
⁎p < .05.

a Humor absent = 0, humor present = 1.
b No mention of other brand = 0, mention of other brand = 1.
c These variables were set as the reference categories.

Appendix B. Negative binomial regression results from
Study 1b (Twitter).

Parameter Estimates

DV: Consumer engagement

Certainty
 0.024 ⁎⁎⁎
Word count
 −0.003

Number of followers
 −3.932E-8

Humor a
 0.229 ⁎⁎⁎
Mention other brand b
 0.108 ⁎
Sentiment
 −0.002 ⁎⁎⁎

Brand

Amazon c
 –

Adidas
 0.589 ⁎⁎⁎
AT&T
 0.377

Bank of America
 −1.275 ⁎⁎⁎

Citi Bank
 −2.043 ⁎⁎⁎

Delta
 −0.514 ⁎⁎⁎

General Motors
 −1.475 ⁎⁎⁎

Intel
 0.495 ⁎⁎⁎
LinkedIn
 −0.090

Lululemon
 0.631 ⁎⁎⁎
McDonald's
 0.869 ⁎⁎⁎
Monster Energy
 0.599 ⁎⁎⁎
Red Bull
 0.714 ⁎⁎⁎
Samsung
 1.316 ⁎⁎⁎
Skittles
 −0.189 ⁎⁎

Under Armour
 0.075

Victoria's Secret
 1.451 ⁎⁎⁎
Walmart
 −1.388 ⁎⁎⁎

Constant
 5.095 ⁎⁎⁎
Log Likelihood
 −46,304

N
 8,226
⁎⁎⁎p < .001.
⁎⁎p < .01.
⁎p < .05.
a Humor absent = 0, humor present = 1.
b No mention of other brand = 0, mention of other brand = 1.
c This variable was set as the reference category.
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Appendix C.

C.1. Power Distance Scale

Indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the
following statements (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree): People in higher positions should make most decisions
without consulting people in lower positions. People in higher
positions should not ask the opinions of people in lower
positions too frequently. People in higher positions should
avoid social interaction with people in lower positions. People
in lower positions should not disagree with decisions made by
people in higher positions. People in higher positions should
not delegate important tasks to people in lower positions.

C.2. Usage of Facebook

How familiar are you with Facebook? 1 = I have never tried
Facebook, 2 = I have used Facebook before, but I am not
currently using it, 3 = I use Facebook at least once a year, 4 = I
use Facebook at least once a month, 5 = I use Facebook at least
once a week, 6 = I use Facebook daily.

C.3. Exploratory Variables Not Included in the Analysis

C.3.1. Brand Attitude
The brand that created this Facebook post is … 1 =

Unappealing, 7 = Appealing; 1 = Bad, 7 = Good; 1 = Unfa-
vorable, 7 = Favorable.

C.3.2. Involvement
In your opinion, this post is… 1 = Unimportant, 7 =

Important; 1 = Boring, 7 = Interesting; 1 = Irrelevant, 7 =
Relevant; 1 = Unexciting, 7 = Exciting; 1 = Means nothing,
7 = Means a lot to me; 1 = Unappealing, 7 = Appealing; 1 =
Mundane, 7 = Fascinating; 1 = Uninvolving, 7 = Involving;
1 = Worthless, 7 = Valuable; 1 = Not needed, 7 = Needed.

C.3.3. Processing Fluency
This message is… 1 = Difficult to process, 7 = Easy to

process.

C.3.4. Powerfulness of Message
Indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the

following statements. (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree): The message is powerful. The message is strong. The
message is forceful.
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