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In today’s digital environment, social media consumption has shifted away from content shared 

TikTok’s “ ” and Instagram “ ,” where 

TikTok’s

a brand’s proactive participation in 

“ ”

“ ”
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“ ”



a brand’s overall favorability?



operates in today’s social media environments.

explain brands’ varying success in executing OCE eff

a brand’s 

“ ”



Oreo’s “Dunk in the Dark” 

based content over users’ personal networks and promote posts based 



of OCE. Hootsuite’s 2025 Social 

comments posted within 24 hours of a trend’s peak received substantially more engagement, 

“community hubs” where cultural exchange happens in real time, and brands that participate 

focused nature of social media engagement. It relies on a company’s internal communication 



Cultural awareness refers to a brand’s ability to interpret the norms, values, and communication 

’

brand’s presence in public 



While cultural awareness focuses on the brand’s ability to interpret community norms, Cultural 

Holt’s (2004) Cultural Branding Theory 

When a brand comments within a creator’s community, it enters a meaning system shaped by 

shared humor, norms, and symbolic cues. A brand’s comment can 

’s

environments in today’s day and age



community’s humor or language, consumers interpret this as evidence that the brand 

community’s tone or norms tend to be viewed as out o

Therefore, crowdcultures define the expectations that influence how audiences judge a brand’s 

brand appears to “belong” in the group

the community’s norms 

community or not. The brand’s voice, timing, and manner of participation all indicate whether 

it fits the group’s identity. When alignment occurs, the interaction feels natu



consider their own. These audiences judge whether the brand’s presence feels human, 

’s

linguistic alignment becomes a visible cue that shapes how users interpret a brand’s intent. 



When done effectively, they make the brand feel more embedded in users’ daily 



’s

’s attributes, behavior, and meaning

Both Keller’s Based Brand Equity (CBBE) framework and Aaker’s (1991) 

Keller’s CBBE model, favorable brand responses emerge when consumers hold positive brand 

judgments and feelings, which are shaped by brand meaning and imagery. Aaker’s framework 

Within Keller’s framework, these cues strengthen bran

From Aaker’s (1991) perspective, OCE can contribute to brand equity primarily by shaping 



more positively when the brand’s communication feels personally meaningful and aligned with 

emerges through tone, humor, timing, and the brand’s ability to match the 

brand’s communication, they are more inclined to evaluate the brand favorably and maintain 



the brand’s credibility 

group’s interactions (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 
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Based perspective, a brand’s personality, expressed through its tone of voice 

timing, and style a brand uses are harder to imitate because they are shaped by the firm’s history 
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questions were selected and omitted based on the interviewee’s expertise
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id not mind the brand’s participation). 

users in the United States and Europe. Distribution occurred through the researcher’s personal 



“When brand awareness becomes a priority, that’s when commenting 

really makes sense… especially for brands that rely on retail channels” 
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described themselves as “chronically online” and 

Magnusson et al.’s (2013) view of cultural 



“inside jokes” on hand that 

interviewees described successful OCE as informal but still clearly “on brand,” requiring a 
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indicating that the brand’s comment was not generally experienced as intrusive or out of 

Cronbach’s alpha was used to assess the internal consistency of all multi

excellent reliability (Cronbach’s α = .902), as did the brand favorability index (α = .934). The 

iability (α = .882). The four

and welcome the brand’s comment felt, reached an 

acceptable reliability level (α = .800). The two

place) yielded a Cronbach’s alpha of .699, which is slightly below the conventional .70 
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that the brand’s presence meaningfully shifted perceptions in a positive direction. The finding 

with participants’ overall brand evaluations. 



statistically significantly associated with participants’ overall 

increase substantially (ΔR² = .661, p < .001)



point Likert scale to assess the brand’s 

, participants did not find the brand’s comment intrusive, and intrusiveness scores 

showing that participants did not perceive the brand’s presence 

point decrease in favorability (B = −.402, p < .001). As this result 



about whether the brand’s participation felt appropriate in that space. As a result, acceptance 
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respondents’

OCE’s role in a brand’s social participation. 



interpret the brand’s presence within a community
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whether the brand’s comment feels lik

about whether the brand’s 
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brand favorability was shaped by consumers’ interpretations of 

the brand’s comment, 



and by firms’ abilities to a



brand’s presence adds value to the interaction, 

There were several limitations to the research that should be considered when interpreting the 

findings. First, the experiment used a single brand comment within one social media setting. 

Comment sections differ widely depending on the platform, brand category, occurring cultural 

moments, and audience. As a result, the observed effects may or may not generalize to all forms 

of OCE or to platforms beyond the one used in this study. Future research should test multiple 

brands, platforms, and commenting styles to assess whether the findings hold across different 

environments. Even the use of observational data drawn from real comment sections could also 

strengthen external validity. 

Second, the quantitative phase relied on self-reported Likert-scale measures to assess cultural 

awareness, relatability, intrusiveness, and brand favorability. While these measures showed 

strong relatability, self-reported data are subject to response biases, such as respondents 

agreeing with statements more easily or providing socially desirable answers. Future studies 

could include behavioral measures, such as engagement intentions or actual interaction data, to 

complement perceptual evaluations.

In addition, 



This dissertation showed that OCE shapes consumer evaluations by signaling a brand’s cultural 

OCE influences brand favorability through how consumers interpret a brand’s role within 
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Santos, S., Gonçalves, H. M., & Teles, M. (2022). Social media engagement and real‐time 

marketing: Using net‐effects and set‐theoretic approaches to understand audience and 
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TikTok What’s Next: Shopping Trend Report 2024.
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academic master’s dissertation on brand participation in trending social media conversations. 

How do tools, data, or AI influence a brand’s ability to identify opportunities, scale 
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“Being super promo heavy isn’t the way to connect with people.” / “If 
you can’t come up with something original, it looks fake.”

consistently “commit to the bit” rather than chasing every trend.
—

“People like when brands sound like people.”



Framed comment sections as the most “engaged layer” of social 

—

—

consumers. She cautioned that formats such as “fake apologies” or pity

“We had to ask whether the trend added value or just attention.”

—

—

team started, with “speed is everything” and a practical rule of engaging 
posts within ~2 days. They use an “outbound power hour” to source 

–
“Just because something is trending doesn’t mean it’s right for us.”



—
building, not “being 

everywhere.” Comment targets stay close to customer experience, 
“Delta difference” moments, and travel

activity), but she still “spreads the love” even when a creator is small. 

“Proactive engagement.” / “Make sure your tone is not a replica of 
someone else’s.”

jacking, and staying within brand tone. Differs from “virality
first” approaches by valuing smaller creators and everyday moments, 

warmth (“we see you”), with structured team lanes (brand vs 

quality of replies under Delta’s comment

—
Community engagement operates as “rapid response,” separate from 

“just for fun” comments can still fit if tone

“We call it rapid response engagement.” /“Brand awareness and 
consideration is always the goal.”

thresholds, moderation playbooks, escalation paths), not just “being 
funny in comments.”

—



“quick wins,” often at the expense of relevance and long

“What is the value of being seen if it’s not by anyone relevant to you?” 
/ “Brands are not 
relationship.”

brands can actively “kill” cultural moments by overcrowding them, and 

—

“If they’re not tracking back to those metrics, there is no value.”

Frames OCE as a “low cost guerrilla marketing” tactic that only works 
when embedded in a coherent brand system (e.g., Duolingo’s owl 

—
OCE creates value only when it reinforces a brand’s mission and long

“If your strategy is to follow trends, you can never become one.”



—

“Consumers don’t really connect with just a brand. They connect more 
with people… so brands try to personify themselves through 
comments.”/ “If it feels forced, people scroll past instantly.”

perception of a “social media intern” becomes an asset by creating a 

—

comment “value” (funny, ed

“Commenting only works if people like it.”



Emphasizes “audience adjacency” (what the audience w
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“Infrastructure determines what’s possible.”
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Next, you’ll see the comment section for this video.
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https://appendix-b1-1-video-stimulus.my.canva.site/
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• This brand keeps up with what’s happening in popular culture.

•

•

•

•

• The brand’s comment felt appropriate for this post.

• The brand’s comment felt natural in this context.

• The brand’s comment felt intrusive.

• The brand’s comment felt out of place.

•

• I didn’t mind seeing the brand participate in this comment thread.



—

• – – –

• – I don’t read comment sections  (1); Rarely – –

– – – –

–

• – –

–

•

(2); Comment both ways equally  (3); I rarely comment, so this doesn’t apply  (4) 

—

Cronbach’s α

Cultural Awareness

Relatability

Brand Favorability

Acceptance

Intrusiveness
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Gender

Age –

Country of residence

Instagram usage

TikTok usage

Daily time on Instagram/TikTok –

–

Comment section behavior



Cohen’s d

Cultural Awareness

Relatability

Test value = 3 (scale midpoint). Cohen’s d is based on the sample standard deviation.



β

Cultural Awareness

Relatability

Acceptance

Intrusiveness −.402 −.468

β

•

•

•

•

β

−.016 −.019 −0.31

•

•

•



•

•

•

• ΔR² = .661, p < .001
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