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Reality Check: 
AI Will Probably 
Not Solve Your 
Biggest Insights 
Challenges
BY JORIS ZWEGERS AND PAUL RICCIUTI

A rtificial intelligence (AI) has marketers 
buzzing—but across industries, marketers 
and insights professionals are struggling to 
successfully leverage AI. 

Knowing that effectively distilled and 
deployed insights act as the seeds of growth,1 the AMA and 
Kantar surveyed 606 marketers to understand where and 
how AI is used in insights development today, what roles 
it may displace, and, in turn, what skill sets organizations 
should prioritize to maximize the benefit created by 
insights professionals and AI tools.

The research reveals that while there is broad excitement 
for AI and a sense that there are specific actions AI can 
perform effectively, marketers feel AI is actually less suited 
to solve the top challenges facing insights teams today: 
crafting insights-backed stories and activating new ideas 
with relevant business leaders.
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Insights Development:  
Key Challenges
The insights development process comes in many shapes 
and forms but broadly follows a similar pattern after a 
problem is clearly defined:
1.	Data Assessment: Insights teams build a sense of 

understanding of all the data they have collected. 
2.	Insight Distillation: The data is analyzed and 

transformed into actionable insights with the aim of 
answering one or more key business questions.

3.	Activation: Insights are firmly linked to business 
strategies and presented in compelling stories that 
encourage stakeholder adoption and activation.

The top three challenges insights professionals face 
(when sufficient, quality data is available) are not found in 
the data assessment phase. They’re found in the transition 
from insight distillation into the activation phase: 
connecting the dots across multiple data sources to reveal 
the bigger story, crafting that story, and gaining stakeholder 
buy-in on the result (see Exhibit 1).

The Current Use of AI for Insights
Today, 23% of marketers state they have AI capabilities built 
into their insights processes and are actively using them. 
This usage is commonly found in the initial data assessment 
phase of insights development (see Exhibit 2). 

Exhibit 1

TOP THREE CHALLENGES FOR YOUR ORGANIZATION/CLIENT 
When Distilling and Actioning Insights Across Multiple Sources

Connecting 
the dots across 
different data 

sources for the 
bigger story

Having 
insufficient  

or poor  
quality data

Developing 
stories and 
strategies 
based on 
insights 

Gaining 
stakeholder 
buy-in on 
actionable 

insights

Lacking tools 
to efficiently 

uncover 
insights

Generating 
new ideas

Understanding 
the human side 
of consumers

Identifying 
points of 

interest within 
and across 

data sources

Being 
overwhelmed 

with too  
much data

51%

40% 38% 38% 38%

28%
25%

22% 20%

Exhibit 2

IN WHICH OF THESE USE CASES IS AI BEING USED 
WITHIN YOUR ORGANIZATION?

Generating new ideas

Navigating large amounts of data

Identifying points of interest within data

Organizing data to be actionable

Telling compelling and inspiring stories based on insights

Describing data and information

Developing strategies based on insights

Uncovering insights efficiently

Integrating and explaining qualitative and quantitative research findings

Analyzing verbatims and open-ended questions

Connecting the dots across different data sources for the bigger story

Linking insights with business objectives

Understanding the human side of consumers/users

Some other task

Gaining stakeholder buy-in on actionable insights

44%

15%

30%

15%

23%

13%

23%

11%

22%

10%

22%

9%

21%

20%

16%
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This corresponds with how marketers are currently 
interested in leveraging AI: while there is broad interest in 
using AI across almost all use cases, marketers are most 
interested in using AI to tackle their lower-order challenges 
around assessing and managing data (see Exhibit 3). 

AI Usage in the Future
While today’s AI usage and interest intersect in the early 
stages of the insights process, perceptions of AI capabilities 
indicate that there is appetite for AI to be deployed beyond 

data assessment, into areas where it may outperform people 
(see Exhibit 4). 

In the future, AI may aid in the transition from insight 
distillation to activation. There is interest in deploying 
AI against a top challenge: connecting the dots across 
different data sources for the bigger story. While only 15% 
of respondents state they are currently using AI in this 
capacity, 72% state they are interested in doing so, and 49% 
of respondents think AI is already better than people at 
performing this task, compared with 29% who think people 
are superior.

Exhibit 3

HOW INTERESTED ARE YOU IN SEEING THE DEVELOPMENT OF AI FOR EACH 
OF THESE MARKETING USE CASES WITHIN YOUR ORGANIZATION? (TOP 2)

Navigating large amounts of data

Identifying points of interest within data

Organizing data to be actionable

Uncovering insights efficiently

Connecting the dots across different data sources for the bigger story

Linking insights with business objectives

Describing data and information

Developing strategies based on insights

Generating new ideas

Integrating and explaining qualitative and quantitative research findings

Telling compelling and inspiring stories based on insights

Analyzing verbatims and open-ended questions

Gaining stakeholder buy-in on actionable insights

Understanding the human side of consumers/users

76%

63%

74%

61%

74%

60%

73%

54%

72%

50%

68%

68%

66%

63%

Exhibit 4

WHICH IS BETTER IN EACH AREA: PEOPLE OR AI?

Navigating large amounts of data

Organizing data to be actionable

Identifying points of interest within data

Uncovering insights efficiently

Connecting the dots across different data sources for the bigger story 

Describing data and information

Integrating and explaining qualitative and quantitative research findings 

Analyzing verbatims and open-ended questions

Generating new ideas

Linking insights with business objectives

Developing strategies based on insights

Telling compelling and inspiring stories based on insights

Gaining stakeholder buy-in on actionable insights

Understanding the human side of consumers/users

AI is better Both are equal People are better

76% 13% 9%

15% 29% 56%

53% 23% 24%

11% 26% 63%

52% 26% 22%

8% 19% 73%

51% 26% 23%

7% 18% 75%

49% 22% 29%

4% 12% 84%

48% 24% 28%

36% 28% 36%

34% 23% 43%

17% 34% 49%



What Does This Mean for How 
Organizations Compete? 
Insights 2030 and Insights 2020 research showed that the 
competitive advantage separating leading and lagging 
insights teams lies in the ability to transform data into 
actionable strategy.2,3 Leading organizations have processes 
and tools in place, now including AI, that free them to 
focus on strategic priorities and challenges rather than 
exerting effort on less valuable tasks. 

Developing and leveraging an insight to change 
opinions and business strategies—activating it—is a 
challenge and strategic priority where marketers feel AI is 
ill-equipped to help:
•	76% of respondents believe it is somewhat or extremely 

difficult to gain stakeholder adoption of new data or 
insights, and 75% feel this is a problem better solved by 
people over AI.

•	Similarly, even though there is some usage of AI in these 
areas, respondents think that telling compelling stories 
based on insights and developing strategies based on 
insights are also better accomplished by people (73% and 
63% respectively).

Marketers are adopting AI to better assess their data 
and are hopeful that it can help them connect dots 
across multiple data sources. But activating insights, 
which includes some of the biggest, mission-critical 
challenges insights professionals face, remains a human 
skill set. 

Organizations can’t remain on the sidelines as their 
competitors begin leveraging AI. The adoption of AI to 
handle lower-order challenges may further the divide 
between organizations. Leading companies that have 
already deployed AI to help with data assessment can focus 
their people on developing activation skill sets that drive 
business success. Laggers, on the other hand, must spend 
time on data assessment tasks, which may be important 
but don’t directly drive business outcomes. Regardless of 
your current state of business, if you’re afraid of being left 
behind, consider how AI can be leveraged in your own data 
assessment phase—the common place to start. MN

Joris Zwegers is a Partner at Kantar Brand Consulting.
Paul Ricciuti is an Associate Director at Kantar  
Brand Consulting.

Notes

1.	Kantar, “Insights 2030: The Imperative of Imagination,” 
https://www.kantar.com/campaigns/insights2030/
download-report.

2.	J. Walker Smith, “The Imperative of Marketing 
Imagination,” Marketing News (Fall 2021), https://www.
ama.org/marketing-news/the-imperative-of-marketing-
imagination/.

3.	Frank van den Driest, Stan Sthanunathan, and Keith 
Weed, “Building an Insights Engine,” Harvard Business 
Review (September 2016), https://hbr.org/2016/09/
building-an-insights-engine.
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Can Companies 
Create a Machine 
That Feels and 
Cares? 
Using Generative AI to Provide Empathetic 
Customer Care

BY MING-HUI HUANG AND ROLAND T. RUST

O ver the last decade or so, there has been a 
debate on whether artificial intelligence 
(AI) can handle customer emotions and 
replace humans when it comes to building 
long-term relationships with customers. 

In a new Journal of Marketing article, we explore how 
companies can use generative AI (GenAI) to provide 
empathetic customer care that can strengthen relationships 
and increase customer lifetime value.

There is increasing attention in marketing practice to 
customer care. Beyond helping customers make purchasing 
choices or solving product problems, customer care is 
about building and strengthening long-term relationships. 
Relationship building involves solidifying emotional 
connections with customers to give them a sense of 
belonging and being understood. This is not just an 
altruistic goal; if done well, it also increases firm profits 
because emotionally connected customers are loyal and 
bring steady profits.
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accurately if given clear and honest customer input; 
however, we find that accuracy may be compromised if 
the input is dishonest or imprecise and if GenAI lacks 
relevant knowledge for prediction. Thus, marketing 
practitioners need to cross-verify GenAI outputs.

•	For emotion understanding, companies need empathy: 
the ability to understand the customer’s emotions as if 
they were the customer and respond to the emotions 
appropriately. GenAI can take customers’ perspectives 
by learning from their direct inputs; however, the 
responses they generate may be less appropriate due to 
lack of commonsense knowledge. It is important for 
marketing practitioners to master prompting skills for 
probing customer thinking and deeper feeling.

•	For emotion management, companies need to provide 
helpful recommendations to assist customers in 
managing emotions. Generally, the recommendations 
should be specific to the customer’s situation and 
related to the service provided by the company. 
GenAI can provide generic recommendations, but the 
recommendations tend to be less personally helpful. 
Thus, marketing practitioners need to master response 
engineering skills to observe customer preferences in 
emotion management recommendations.

•	For emotional connection, companies need to develop 
a caring machine that has sufficient self-awareness (i.e., 
is aware of its own being and thus can have its own 
perspective) to distinguish itself from the customer and 
the firm. Thus, marketing practitioners need to align 
GenAI with the firm’s strategic goals and the customer’s 
intentions to make the caring machine strategic, and 
marketing researchers need to develop marketing 
strategies that can leverage GenAI strategically. MN

Advances in Deep Learning
GenAI refers to advanced deep learning models—such 
as OpenAI’s GPT models, Microsoft’s Bing, Google’s 
Bard, and IBM’s Watsonx—that are designed to generate 
content. These models utilize the vast data they have been 
trained on, combined with specific user inputs, to generate 
output. The pre-training learning from the huge amount 
of human-generated data makes GenAI able to generate 
humanlike responses, and the prompt response design 
enables the interactive and communicative capabilities of 
GenAI. Together, they make GenAI the new generation of 
feeling AI because they:
•	are designed for human interaction and communication,
•	can recognize and express empathetic understanding of 

user emotions by analyzing the user’s direct inputs,
•	can generate responses that demonstrate empathy, 

understanding, or support based on the context of the 
conversation, and

•	provide information, suggestions, or recommendations 
that may help address the user’s emotional challenges.

Bridging practice and the academic literatures in 
marketing and computer science, we develop an AI-
enabled customer care journey that covers:
•	accurate emotion recognition,
•	empathetic response,
•	helpful emotion management, and, finally,
•	establishment of an emotional connection.

Compared to the traditional customer journey, this 
sequence focuses on the feeling aspect, such as customer 
engagement, experience, and emotion, rather than the 
more typical thinking aspect, such as customer utility, 
choice consideration, or consumption decisions.

We surveyed 305 U.S. chief marketing and customer 
officers from various industries and company sizes. In 
three open-ended questions, we asked them to list the 
major problems their company faces with customer care, 
the main pain points of using AI for customer care, and 
the main benefits of using AI for customer care.

Lessons for Chief Marketing Officers
Whether it is possible or desirable to fully automate the 
customer care journey is an ongoing debate. Bearing this 
in mind, we offer points for marketers to consider along 
the customer care journey.
•	For emotion recognition, companies need to accurately 

identify customer problems and emotions to avoid 
miscommunications. Miscommunications escalate 
customer emotions; thus, recognizing customer 
emotion accurately is critical for deciding whether and 
how to care. GenAI can recognize expressed emotions 

READ THE FULL ARTICLE 
Ming-Hui Huang and Roland 
T. Rust, “The Caring Machine: 
Feeling AI for Customer Care,”  
Journal of Marketing.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/00222429231224748
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From Likes, 
Shares, and 
Comments  
to Sales 
How Can Brands Use Social 
Media to Stimulate Both 
Engagement and Sales?

BY GEORGIA LIADELI, FRANCESCA 
SOTGIU, AND PEETER W.J. VERLEGH
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W ith more than 
three billion 
social media 
users worldwide, 
brands have long 

recognized the importance of establishing 
a strong social media presence. Recent 
surveys indicate that over 91% of firms 
will increase social media marketing 
budgets in the next three years and that 
62% of consumers believe brands will 
succeed in the long run only if they have 
a strong social media presence.



The content that brands create and share through their 
social media channels is called “owned social media.” While 
brands are increasingly investing in owned social media, 
many are unsure about the overall return on their social 
media presence and ask how they can design more effective 
social media campaigns along the purchase funnel. In other 
words, firms ask the following questions:
•	How effective are owned social media and do they only 

drive engagement, or also sales?
•	Can the content that generates social media engagement 

also be used to improve sales?
•	Is a firm’s owned social media equally effective across 

settings? Is it more effective for hedonic brands than for 
functional brands?
In a new Journal of Marketing study, we examine the 

impact of owned social media on social media engagement 
and sales. Our findings are based on a meta-analysis of 
1,641 elasticities across 86 studies spanning from 2011 
to 2021 that covers 31 industries, 14 platforms, and 17 
countries. Contrary to managerial beliefs that owned social 
media are primarily an engagement tool, we observe a 
stronger impact of owned social media on sales. There may 
be many consumers who “like” individual posts or take 
the time to leave a comment or share the post from their 
personal accounts, but—given our results show an average 
elasticity of .137 for social media engagement and .353 for 
sales—brands may be underestimating the impact of their 
owned social media by focusing on such easy-to-measure 
metrics.

To create engagement via social content, companies are 
often advised to include a question at the end of their posts 
or create a contest. However, our study shows that the most 
effective content to stimulate social media engagement is 
to focus on emotions (e.g., funny or touching posts). On 
the other hand, if the goal is to stimulate sales, social media 
content should focus on communicating information and 
product benefits and steer away from the emotional.

Our article provides the following guidelines for chief 
marketing officers and social media managers:
•	Balance “what you say” and “how you say it” depending 

on your goal: Focus on the “how” to engage consumers 
with more emotional content and on the “what” to 
stimulate sales with more informational content (e.g., the 
hedonic brand Oreo recently boosted its sales using an 
informational post on Facebook about a recipe featuring 
its limited-edition red velvet flavor).

•	It is not necessary to always grow communities to reach 
as many consumers as possible. Owned social media 
are more effective for small brand communities with 
consumers valuing the intimacy of a small community 
with greater trust in the brand and its messages.

•	Social networks like Facebook and Instagram are 
better suited for stimulating social media engagement 
than microblogs such as Twitter. This suggests that tie 

strength and trust are more important than open access 
and wide dissemination.

•	The introduction of advertising on different platforms 
weakened the effect of owned social media on 
engagement. While advertising may amplify the reach 
and engagement of owned social media content, it can 
distract the audience and reduce its contribution.

•	It may be suboptimal for brands to use one social media 
strategy across different geographies, so managers should 
adapt strategies to account for differences in country 
characteristics. The increasing use of social media on 
smartphones amplifies the impact of owned social media 
on sales, and managers can expect stronger sales effects 
in countries with a greater mobile phone penetration. 
For countries with high power distance, we find that 
owned social media exerts stronger effects on sales. 
High power distance is related to greater receptiveness 
of branded communications fulfilling materialistic and 
status needs. MN
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and Peeter W.J. Verlegh, “A Meta-
Analysis of the Effects of Brand 
Owned Social Media on Social 
Media Engagement and Sales,” 
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A Research-
Proven Way to 
Build a Bigger 
Social Audience
Target Followers of Followers

BY JACOB GOLDENBERG, ANDREAS LANZ,  
DANIEL SHAPIRA, AND FLORIAN STAHL

“The best way to gain meaningful followers 
is to be one yourself.”

SoundCloud explicitly mentions this approach in its help 
center for content creators. Like Soundcloud, user-generated 
content platforms such as Instagram, LinkedIn, and X 
(formerly Twitter) understand not only that individuals 
and firms seek to build and expand their follower base to 
increase the reach of the content they upload, but also that 
they apply the follow-for-follow approach for this purpose.

Existing research has largely focused on the follower 
base of influencers (e.g., low vs. high status). However, 
there has been scant attention paid to the follower base of 
the individual or firm (i.e., of the content creators). This is 
a missed opportunity due to the tendency of the follow-
for-follow approach to attract somewhat remote followers 
who do not necessarily fit in well with the creator’s 
follower base.

In a new Journal of Marketing study, we consider the 
case of unpaid endorsements, also known as the follow-
for-follow approach, which is a popular way of building 
a follower base. “When you follow a user on Instagram, 
there’s a good chance they will check out your feed and 
consider following you back,” writer Christina Newberry 
wrote on Hootsuite, a major platform management tool. 

Along these lines, our study proposes leveraging 
first-degree followers as interconnectors to target 
second-degree followers—that is, the nearby (low-status) 
influencers (who are interconnected with the focal content 
creator)—and provides both empirical and experimental 
evidence for why this could work.

In our study, we explore how such a creator may 
capitalize on natural network formation in the 
immediate vicinity to support seeding efforts. We 
maintain that the creator’s own follower base is an 
overlooked area in the network for finding surprisingly 
valuable influencers.
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The Importance of Triadic Closure
One of the fundamental processes of natural network 
formation is triadic closure: the tendency to become friends 
with those with whom one has mutual friends. Our study 
investigates how unknown, emerging content creators can 
accelerate this process.

Consider a focal creator A as well as users B and C. Since 
C follows B, and B follows the focal creator A, the first-
degree follower B is an “interconnector” between A (the 
creator) and the second-degree follower C (the influencer). 
Now, if A targets C with an outbound activity (e.g., a follow, 
comment, like, or private message) and C subsequently 
follows A back, it results in triadic closure—which was 
accelerated due to the outbound activity.

Along these lines, given an outbound activity from an 
unknown content creator A, the a priori probability that a 
nearby influencer C (who is interconnected with A through 
B) will follow back A should be substantially higher 
compared to the chance of a remote influencer (who is not 
interconnected with A) following A.

Using secondary data from a worldwide leading 
audio platform, we study unknown creators who seek 
to increase the reach of the content they upload—songs 
and podcasts—by expanding their follower base through 
directing outbound activities such as follows, comments, 
likes, or private messages to other users of the platform.

Our results show that leveraging interconnectors to 
close triangles is more effective. We find that the a priori 
follow-back probability of nearby low-status influencers—
the ones who are second-degree followers—more than 
doubles, from 6.68% to 14.37%. Additionally, we find 
that exclusively targeting nearby low-status influencers 
outperforms targeting remote (and nearby) high-status 
influencers—which is the traditional influencer marketing 
approach—by 2,300% within two years.

For the worldwide leading audio platform that is the 
focus of our study, our results show that likes and follows 
are the most effective outbound activities to trigger follow-
backs; that is, the mere presence of an interconnector 
is most effective if the outbound activity type is either a 
like or a follow. The most straightforward way to build a 
follower base by leveraging interconnectors is to follow 
second-degree followers.

Lessons for Chief Marketing Officers
The way networks are naturally built—via the closing of 
triangles—is most effective for influencer marketing. Firms 
can keep in mind the following lessons when formulating 
their social media strategy: 
•	To build and expand the follower base, firms may be 

better off targeting followers of followers, or nearby 
influencers, rather than cherry-picking remote 

influencers—most probably also in paid endorsements 
(when paying influencers to endorse the firm). This 
means that nearby nano influencers (influencers with a 
smaller following) are most effective.

•	Firms that are using work-related platforms such as 
LinkedIn as a means for new customer acquisition 
may benefit from leveraging interconnectors for 
access to companies that they want to sell their 
services to. This means that promising sales leads in 
such companies should be interconnected with the 
firm, or followers of followers. MN
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I’m Not 
Listening! 
Disabling Social Media 
Comments Makes Celebrities 
and Influencers Less 
Persuasive and Likable

BY MICHELLE E. DANIELS AND 
FREEMAN WU
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C elebrities and influencers like Addison Rae, 
Hailey Bieber, and even Oprah have, on 
various occasions, disabled access to their 
social media comments in response to 
negative sentiment. Is this misguided?

The answer is yes, according to our Journal of Marketing 
study. We find that influencers who disable social media 
comments are less persuasive and likable than those who 
do not, even when the displayed comments are mostly 
negative in their content.

Celebrities and influencers are more than just public 
figures in today’s digital age. They often serve as a bridge 
connecting brands and consumers by integrating their 
personal narratives into sponsored brand content. Despite 
their popularity, influencers receive plenty of criticism, and 
they often disable social media comments as a first line of 
defense against negative feedback. However, we find that 
this behavior can negatively impact how consumers judge 
influencers and respond to their promotional content.

Online influencers have the ability to interact with their 
followers in a relatively intimate and informal manner, 
which makes them seem sincere and approachable. Such 
positive assessments are often a product of how influencers 
engage with their viewers or followers, including directly 
addressing them in their posts and treating them more as 
friends than as consumers. Although these behaviors can 
dramatically increase consumer engagement, this level of 
approachability can also come at a cost.

As consumers become accustomed to influencers’ 
accessibility, they may feel emboldened to share feedback 
that is critical. The constant stream of followers’ feedback 
can be overwhelming and even detrimental to influencers’ 
mental health. As a result, many influencers have chosen 
to turn off their comment sections at various points, likely 
to avoid unwanted feedback. Our research reveals the 
negative downstream consequences of this seemingly well-
intentioned behavior.

The Cost of Disengagement
We discover that when influencers disable comments, 
they are perceived as less receptive to consumer feedback, 
or what we term “consumer voice.” Consequently, 
they are judged as less sincere and ultimately incur 
both interpersonal and professional consequences. In 
other words, disabling comments can undermine a 
key influencer asset—their perceived receptiveness to 
consumer voice—and, relatedly, their ability to connect 
and engage with their followers.
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In fact, we find that turning off comments is more 
costly for an influencer’s reputation than leaving them on, 
even when the displayed comments are mostly negative 
in nature, like those you might find flooding an apology 
post. This effect occurs because influencers who leave 
their comments enabled appear to be interested in hearing 
from the public and learning from their actions, while 
those who turn them off signal their dismissiveness of 
others’ opinions.

Our results show that, under certain situations, 
consumers understand an influencer’s decision to disable 
comments. If, for example, an influencer is perceived as 
taking reasonable measures to protect themselves during 
times of emotional turmoil and distress (e.g., grief and 
mental health struggles), the backlash against disabling 
comments is weakened.

However, it is critical to note that it is consumers, 
rather than the influencers, who decide what are 
considered reasonable forms of self-protection. So, while 
consumers might empathize with an influencer’s decision 
to disable comments if their beloved pet had recently died, 
they may be less empathetic to influencers who disable 
comments to avoid negative feedback after apologizing for 
a transgression.

Lessons for Influencers and Brands
Our findings highlight the importance of understanding 
the delicate balance between establishing personal 
boundaries and managing audience expectations. While it 
is necessary for influencers to protect their mental health, 
how they decide to communicate this desire and manage 
their social media interactions plays a significant role in 
shaping relationships with their viewership.

Relatedly, our study encourages thoughtful consideration 
of how best to manage one’s online interactions and 
highlights the need to clearly communicate a legitimate 
reason for disabling comments to avoid sending the wrong 
signals to viewers.

By recognizing the tension between mental health 
protection and audience engagement in the context of 
social media comments, we strive to empower influencers 
and public figures to navigate the challenging waters of 
audience engagement. We hope these findings inspire 
influencers to adopt strategies that safeguard their well-
being while maintaining a strong, positive connection with 
their followers.

Global spending on influencer marketing campaigns 
reached $34.1 billion in 2023 and is projected to surpass 
$47.8 billion by the end of 2027. Therefore, seemingly 
innocuous online activities could have important 
professional ramifications for influencers’ brand 
partnerships. Our study demonstrates that the decision 
to disable social media comments can reduce influencer 

persuasiveness, which emphasizes the importance of 
ensuring communication between brands and influencers 
to optimize their strategic partnerships.

To all the celebrities and influencers out there: Think 
before you decide to disable comments! MN

READ THE FULL STUDY 
Michelle E. Daniels and Freeman 
Wu, “No Comments (from You): 
Understanding the Interpersonal 
and Professional Consequences 
of Disabling Social Media 
Comments,” Journal of Marketing.

We find that turning off 
comments is more costly for 

an influencer’s reputation 
than leaving them on, 

even when the displayed 
comments are mostly 

negative in nature.
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The Element 
of Surprise
How Unexpected Syntax Makes Marketing 
Communications More Effective

BY A. SELIN ATALAY, SIHAM EL KIHAL, 
AND FLORIAN ELLSAESSER

C onsider a manager advertising for a job, 
deciding whether to go with “Apply today 
to join a great team!” or “Join a great team, 
apply today!” These messages are similar, 
and both are inviting a job application, 

but they are formulated differently—or, in other words, 
they use different syntaxes. Can the manager tell which 
message will more successfully facilitate applications? 
How can the manager compare the effectiveness and 
efficiency of the formulation of these messages and decide 
which one to use?

25     
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Formulating the right message for an intended purpose 
is not a trivial task. Today, companies face this challenge of 
finding the right message on an hourly basis due to their 
permanent presence on digital platforms. Many utilize 
multiple communication tools and channels to spread 
messages of various lengths and types, reaching consumers 
via social media, television, radio, or newspapers, as well 
as email, brand websites, and blogs. While marketing 
messages must weigh various elements—including content, 
images, and choice of channel—language is one of the most 
critical aspects of effective communication.

In a new Journal of Marketing study, we explore how 
companies can formulate effective messages intended 
to reach a desired outcome. We focus our study on 
syntax, which is the arrangement of words in a sentence, 
and investigate a measure called syntactic surprise: the 
average unexpectedness in the syntax of a message. 
By using state-of-the-art methods in natural language 
processing, we demonstrate the role of syntactic surprise 
in effective writing.

The Power of Surprise
Studies have shown that people begin comprehending a 
sentence before processing it in full. For example, people 
generally anticipate a direct object relationship after a 
verb (such as in the sentence “Amazon delivers diapers”), 
in which case the syntactic surprise is low. By contrast, 
an adverb following a verb is less expected and would 
bring on high surprise (such as “Amazon delivers fast”). 
Taken together, syntactic surprise is the unexpectedness 
of the syntactic element occurring (i.e., object: diapers vs. 
adverb: fast) given the previous syntactic element (i.e., verb: 
delivers) that the individual encounters in the sentence.

We conducted four main studies using large-scale field 
data and a series of follow-up experiments on Facebook 
and Instagram to validate syntactic surprise. We then 
assessed the role of this measure in various forms (i.e., 
experimental and field data), contexts (i.e., donations, 
advertising, and product reviews), and relevant outcomes 
(e.g., likelihood to donate and click-through rate). We 
find that syntactic surprise is a unique aspect of syntax 
that accounts for the effectiveness of marketing messages 
beyond previously established measures.

Additionally, we show that the relationship between 
syntactic surprise and effectiveness of the message follows 
an inverted U-shape: Messages are most effective at a 

medium syntactic surprise level but less effective at low 
and high levels. Next, we collectively analyzed the findings 
from the studies to show how the measure of syntactic 
surprise can be used (i.e., by marketing professionals) 
to improve the effectiveness of various messages. To this 
end, we classify the range of syntactic surprise into four 
categories: optimal, effective, acceptable, and ineffective. 
Through a series of field experiments on Facebook and 
Instagram, we demonstrate how managers can use this 
proposed approach to modify the syntactic surprise of 
their ads to increase click-through rates significantly and 
improve performance.

Syntactic Surprise Calculator
To simplify the process of computing syntactic surprise 
and improving a specific text, we developed an easy-to-
use, free online tool that automates the use of the metric: 
the syntactic surprise calculator (https://syntactic-
surprise-calculator.com/). This tool calculates the 
syntactic surprise of any text at the message and sentence 
level and then provides recommendations. Managers 
can revise their messages sentence by sentence until they 
reach the effective or acceptable range. The proposed 
approach is automatic, scalable, and able to be used 
without any machine learning expertise.  

Overall, our findings demonstrate the importance of 
syntactic surprise in various forms, contexts, and relevant 
outcomes and shows how to use syntactic surprise to 
improve marketing messages. With the use of the syntactic 
surprise calculator, communicators can improve their 
messaging strategies. Regardless of message length, a 
practitioner can measure the syntactic surprise of any 
text, assess its syntax, and use the results to improve 
the message. Any communicator (e.g., retailers, brand 
managers, advertisers, politicians, educators, policymakers) 
can benefit from the findings. MN

READ THE FULL STUDY 
A. Selin Atalay, Siham El Kihal, 
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Effective Marketing Messages 
Through Moderately Surprising 
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Brands 
Beware! 
Even Loyal Customers May 
Disengage After Seeing 
Socially Unacceptable Brand 
Mentions on Social Media

BY DANIEL VILLANOVA AND  
TED MATHERLY

C ompanies know that driving 
consumer engagement with their 
brands on social media is an 
important part of the modern 
marketing toolkit. They also 

know that it’s easier to keep existing users than 
to acquire new ones. And while consumers can 
both increase their engagement with a brand 
or disengage, less is known about the drivers of 
disengagement.

In a new Journal of Marketing article, we 
investigate social media disengagement, which 
is the manifestation on social media of the 
psychological motivation to distance oneself from 
a brand. A striking case of this occurs when a 
consumer unfollows a brand. Understanding social 
media disengagement is critical because it can 
undermine the reach of future marketing content. 
For example, when someone unfollows a brand 
on Twitter, that consumer is no longer directly 
reachable by the brand’s Twitter presence, nor are 
that consumer’s followers, who will no longer see 
the brand’s content via the consumer’s interactions.

Just as customer retention is understood to have 
drivers that are distinct from customer acquisition, 
the reasons why consumers engage with brands on 
social media may not completely overlap with why 
those same consumers disengage. We study one 
potential reason why consumers who are highly 
connected to a brand may choose to disengage 
from it: their observation of socially unacceptable 
mentions of the brand on social media. Socially 
unacceptable brand mentions are acts of violation 
of the implicit or explicit rules guiding consumer 
interactions by an individual mentioning the 
brand. We propose that socially unacceptable brand 
mentions threaten the identity of highly connected 
consumers, with consequences for the brand.
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Our study finds that when consumers observe socially 
unacceptable brand mentions, such as profanity-laden 
tweets, they become motivated to distance themselves from 
the brand. This motivation to distance manifests on social 
media in heightened disengagement intentions (i.e., a desire 
to reduce posting) and even unfollowing the brand.

The Dangers of Vicarious Shame
Socially unacceptable brand mentions do not affect all 
consumers equally. These problematic posts have a greater 
impact on people who are more connected to the brand. 
They threaten a part of these consumers’ identities and 
generate vicarious shame. Unlike guilt, which involves a 
personal sense of wrongdoing and a motivation to atone, 
shame leads to weakness and incompetence and a desire to 
withdraw and distance from the situation.

We find that consumers who have integrated the brand 
into their concept of themselves are more likely to view 
other people’s socially unacceptable brand mentions as 
reflecting poorly on their shared brand-related identity. 
Whereas consumers with weaker self-brand connections 
can view socially unacceptable brand mentions and move 
on, consumers with stronger self-brand connections 
experience vicarious shame when seeing these behaviors.

One of our studies looks at fans of ten Major League 
Baseball teams that competed in the 2018 postseason 
and focuses on those who were more likely to unfollow 
their team when exposed to an increasing number of 
socially unacceptable brand mentions on Twitter. This 
was especially the case for fans who were previously more 
connected to the brand. Separately, in a lab experiment, we 
show that a more socially unacceptable tweet (compared 
to a less socially unacceptable tweet) led fans of National 
Football League teams to feel a greater sense of shame, 
which drove their intentions to disengage from the brand 
on social media.

What Brands Can Do
We find that brands can take action to mitigate the risks 
of disengagement for highly connected consumers. For 
example, consumers who were strongly connected to 
various apparel brands saw a socially unacceptable Reddit 
post. With no additional information, the consumers 
indicated they wanted to disengage from the brand, but 
when they were told about the brand moderating and 
removing such posts, the desire to disengage was reduced, 
suggesting that active management of the brand’s social 
media environment is important.

Our study offers vital lessons for chief marketing officers:
•	Be proactive in mitigating the potential damage of 

socially unacceptable content.
•	Actively moderate posts with socially unacceptable brand 

mentions to stop consumers who identify with the brand 
wanting to disengage from it.

•	Educate consumers by explaining why certain social 
media content was removed.

•	Help consumers become productive members of the 
community when these clarifications are provided.

•	Produce high-quality content to crowd out socially 
unacceptable brand mentions.
Social media disengagement is costly to brands, and 

it is important for both researchers and practitioners to 
understand its drivers. While prior research suggests 
more highly connected consumers are able to maintain 
positive attitudes toward a brand when they are exposed to 
negative brand information, our results suggest that socially 
unacceptable brand mentions may lead to vicarious shame 
and subsequent disengagement. The insulating effects of 
strong brand relationships may not be as unequivocal as 
once thought. MN

READ THE FULL STUDY 
Daniel Villanova and Ted 
Matherly, “For Shame! Socially 
Unacceptable Brand Mentions on 
Social Media Motivate Consumer 
Disengagement,” Journal of 
Marketing.
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Research Insights: 
Social Media
Quick Takes from AMA Journals Research 

BY T.J. ANDERSON

CEO Versus Brand 
Communications in Times of 
Crisis: What Has More Impact?

Brands are increasingly expected 
to acknowledge pressing social 

and political issues, and doing so 
requires great care and sensitivity in 
communications. During massively 
consequential world events (e.g., 
the Russia–Ukraine war), what 
has more influence: official brand 
messages or personal messages 
from a brand’s CEO? This research 
reveals key insights into the impact 
of CEO communication during 
global crises, showing that CEO 
communications—particularly those 
that blend personal perspectives 
with factual or emotional content—
are more effective in driving 
public engagement and activism 

than standard brand messages. 
This suggests CEOs’ significant 
influence in shaping public opinion 
and action, especially during 
geopolitical events. The findings 
can help firms strategically leverage 
CEO voices for impactful messaging 
and digital campaigns in sensitive 
geopolitical situations.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

•	CEO communications on social 
media during global crises 
have a greater impact on public 
engagement and digital activism 
than brand messages.

•	The effectiveness of these 
communications is enhanced 
when CEOs blend personal 
insights with factual or emotional 
content, highlighting the 
importance of the sender and 
of strategic message framing in 
crisis communication.

READ THE FULL ARTICLE

Kedma Hamelberg, Ko de Ruyter, 
Willemijn van Dolen, and Umut 
Konuş, “Finding the Right Voice: 
How CEO Communication on the 
Russia–Ukraine War Drives Public 
Engagement and Digital Activism,” 
Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 
doi:10.1177/07439156241230910

Getting the Recipe Right:  
How Content Combinations  
Drive Social Media  
Engagement Behaviors

Like milk, eggs, flour, and baking 
soda in a recipe, social media 

content incorporates sights, sounds, 
words, symbols, and social elements. 
Yet most guidelines for social media 
managers consider each element 
separately. In this study, the authors 
explore how different content 
combinations drive social media 
engagement. 

For instance, social media 
managers can use strong and bright 
colors (visual), songs (auditory), 
text and hashtags (linguistic), 
emojis (symbolic), people (social), 
and evocative images like hearts 
(emotional) in their posts. 

The authors analyze engagement 
behaviors across 516 

Instagram stories 
and identify 
distinct social 
media content 
“recipes” that 
drive successful 

engagement. 
They identify four 

specific combinations 
for engagement: “loud,” “informative,” 
“affective,” and “relational.” 

For example, the “loud” 
combination relies on auditory 
elements like music or talking. To 
enhance this recipe, marketers can 
add visual content (such as bright 
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colors), social elements (like a 
smiling person), and emotional 
images (such as a heart). But avoid 
using linguistic elements (text or 
mentions) in this combination—it will 
spoil the recipe!

As in baking, social media 
engagement success depends on 
combining the right ingredients in 
the right amounts. 

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

•	Designing social media content 
for maximum engagement is 
crucial.

•	Consider a range of content—not 
just linguistic and visual—and 
adopt a holistic content design 
strategy, considering how all the 
elements fit together.

•	Loud, informative, affective, and 
relational content can all drive 
engagement when the elements are 
used in the right combination. 

READ FULL ARTICLE

Sara Lapresta-Romero, Larissa 
Becker, Blanca Hernández-Ortega, 
Harri Terho, and José L. Franco 
(2024), “Getting the Recipe Right: 
How Content Combinations Drive 
Social Media Engagement Behaviors,” 
Journal of Interactive Marketing, 
doi:10.1177/10949968241251694

The Rivalry Reference Effect: 
Referencing Rival (vs. Nonrival) 
Competitors in Public 
Brand Messages Increases 
Consumer Engagement

Whether it’s T-Mobile slamming 
Verizon’s poor network 

coverage, Burger King making fun 
of clowns, or Pepsi provoking Coke 
on social media (“We don’t have 
Pepsi, Coke OK? #SixWordHorror”), 
brands often reference competitors 
in public messages. Yet not all 
competitors are equal. Some 

are bound by rivalry, a special 
competitive relationship based in a 
shared history. This research shows 
that rivalries have a special appeal 
to consumers because of their 
narrative, storylike quality. 

Drawing from rivalry theory and 
the storytelling literature, the authors 
argue that rivalries feature two key 
elements of stories: identifiable 
characters (like Ronald McDonald) 
and a plot that is inherent to 
human life: repeated conflict and 
competition for supremacy.

In two archival Twitter studies and 
three experiments, the authors find 
consistent support for the “rivalry 
reference effect.” Referencing 
a rival rather than a normal, 
nonrival competitor can increase 
consumer engagement because 
consumers perceive the message 
as embedded in a larger narrative. 
The effect occurs for multiple 
brands across many different 
product categories, and holds for 
both loyal supporters of a brand 
as well as neutral consumers with 
just basic knowledge of a product 
category. This illustrates how widely 
the effects of a rivalry reference 
can be felt, as the group of neutral 
consumers is usually far bigger than 
a company’s loyal consumer base. 

Interestingly, the rivalry reference 
effect is stronger for negative rather 
than positive messages.

This research shows how 
managers can use the rival to their 
advantage, leveraging their joint 
history to craft social media content 
that is engaging to both loyal and 
neutral consumers.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

•	Distinguish between rival and 
nonrival competitors, with rivals 
sharing a special competitive 
relationship based in a joint 
history, like Coke and Pepsi.

•	Use your longtime rival to your 
advantage: By targeting rival 
rather than nonrival competitors 
in public communications, you can 
boost consumer engagement. 

•	Capitalize on the narrative appeal 
of rivalries, which are appealing to 
both loyal and neutral consumers. 

READ THE FULL ARTICLE

Johannes Berendt, Sebastian Uhrich, 
Abhishek Borah, and Gavin J. Kilduff 
(2024), “The Rivalry Reference Effect: 
Referencing Rival (vs. Nonrival) 
Competitors in Public Brand Messages 
Increases Consumer Engagement,” 
Journal of Marketing Research, 
doi:10.1177/00222437241248414
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Whether and How Prepurchase 
Word of Mouth Affects 
Postpurchase Word of Mouth

Marketers know that word 
of mouth—reviews and 

recommendations from friends and 
strangers—can lead consumers to 
make a purchase. But what happens 
after the purchase? If a customer 
learned about a product from a 
friend or from a stranger, will they 
be more likely to share negative or 
positive reviews? In this study, the 
authors propose that having received 
a positive recommendation from a 
stranger might make a customer more 
likely to share a negative experience, 
for two reasons: First, the customer 
may think their negative review could 
have a greater impact, helping more 
people by contradicting the positive 
review. Second, if they received the 
recommendation from a friend, they 
may hesitate to contradict their 
friend’s opinion. In five experiments, 
the authors test these ideas and 
reveal several insights on information 
sharing and interpersonal closeness. 

This research counteracts the 
view that word-of-mouth intentions 
depend only on the customer 
experience after purchase. In fact, 
what happened before the purchase 
matters too.  

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

•	Ask customers “How did you hear 
about us?” and pay attention 
to the answer: close friends or 
distant others?

•	When launching new products, be 
aware that many five-star reviews 

from unknown reviewers can 
make customers judge a shortfall 
more harshly.

•	E-tailers and online marketplaces 
can strategically display 
testimonials and reviews from 
people who share characteristics 
like nationality, city, age, and 
gender with potential customers. 

•	Managers in countries with an 
interdependent culture, such as 
China, should pay particularly close 
attention to this effect.

READ THE FULL ARTICLE

Hung M. Dao, Kshitij Bhoumik, and 
Reika Igarashi (2024), “Whether and 
How Prepurchase Word of Mouth 
Affects Postpurchase Word of Mouth,” 
Journal of Interactive Marketing, 
doi:10.1177/10949968241227923

Schadenfreude and Sympathy: 
How Brands Should Approach 
Loyal Customers’ Bad Behavior 
on Social Media

Social media is a high-visibility 
platform where customer 

complaints, responses from other 
customers, and company responses 
can shape brand perceptions. Take, 
for example, the following anecdotal 
account. One disgruntled customer 
took to a brand’s social media 
channel to post this complaint: “Epic 
fail [brand name], order an XL hot 
coffee Mocha and get no mocha.”

Another customer chimed in with 
this reply: “If you want to exaggerate 
while also sounding 12, sure it’s an 
‘epic fail’… Is your life so shallow and 
empty that someone forgetting your 
sugary treat in your coffee is an ‘epic 
fail’?” The response continued with 
sarcastic well-wishes and laughing 
emojis. This condescending retort, 
laced with mockery, not only belittled 
the complaining customer but also 
trivialized their grievance.

A Journal of Interactive Marketing 
study shows that firms must actively 
denounce such responses to 
maintain a positive brand image and 
customer relationships, even if the 
uncivil comments come from a loyal 
customer who is ostensibly defending 
a brand. Addressing comments 
featuring schadenfreude is essential 
for mitigating a negative backlash. 
By fostering a culture of respectful 
engagement and addressing 
customer complaints, brands can 
cultivate a positive online reputation 
and foster stronger connections with 
their audience.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

•	Uncivil comments from one 
customer directed toward another 
customer can be perceived 
by observers as the attacker 
exhibiting schadenfreude, which 
produces sympathy in observers 
toward the victim.

•	Loyal customers more than trolls can 
harm brand perceptions on social 
media, particularly when engaging 
in uncivil comments toward other 
customers on social media.

•	Instead of passively ignoring or 
agreeing with uncivil customer-
to-customer exchanges in defense 
of a brand, firms should adopt a 
response strategy that denounces 
online incivility to avoid a negative 
backlash effect from observers.

READ THE FULL ARTICLE

Todd J. Bacile, A. Banu Elmadag, 
Mehmet Okan, Denitsa Dineva, 
and Ania Izabela Rynarzewska, 
“Schadenfreude and Sympathy: 
Observer Reactions to Malicious 
Joy During Social Media 
Service Recovery,” Journal 
of Interactive Marketing, 
doi:10.1177/10949968241246252. MN

T.J. Anderson is Associate Content Manager 
at the American Marketing Association.
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