
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Enjoy!: Compliance With Assertive Language in Hedonic Contexts

Ann Kronrod, MIT, USA 
Amir Grinstein, Ben-Gurion University, Israel 
Luc Wathieu, Georgetown University, USA 

 
Assertive language, as in “Fly with us!”(US Airways) may elevate reactance and reduce compliance. We demonstrate that hedonic

context alters communication expectations for more assertive and bold language, due to elevated good mood. This in turn enhances

compliance with assertive language in hedonic, but not utilitarian, contexts.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumers are often exposed to forceful messages and 

imperative slogans such as Nike’s “Just do it,” Sprite’s “Obey your 
thirst,” or U.S. Airways’ “Fly with US.” The frequent use of assert-
ively phrased messages is puzzling, given the mounting research in 
consumer behavior (e.g., Dillard and Shen 2005; Fitzsimons and 
Lehman 2004; Lord 1994), communications (e.g., Kellerman and 
Shea 1996; Quick and Considine 2008; Quick and Stephenson 2007; 
Wilson and Kunkel 2000), and socio-linguistics (e.g., Levine and 
Boster 2001; Sanders and Fitch 2001), which suggests that these 
messages should lower consumer readiness to comply.  

To understand the unexpected prevalence of assertive lan-
guage, we turn to socio-linguistic literature on the language used 
in compliance-seeking requests. Research has found that people in 
positive mood tend to use more assertive language in their requests 
(e.g., Forgas 1997). Correspondingly, people in positive mood expect 
to be addressed with more direct and assertive language (Bloch 1996; 
Forgas 1999a, 1999b). This matching pattern appears consistent with 
language behavior literature which demonstrates that higher compli-
ance occurs when the language of requests fits the receiver’s expecta-
tions (e.g., Brown and Levinson 1987; Forgas 1998).

Building on this logic, we suggest in this paper that assertive 
messages are more persuasive than non-assertive messages when 
they relate to consumption contexts that induce positive mood. In 
particular, we focus on hedonic consumption, which commonly 
elicits positive mood (Chaudhuri and Holbrook 2001). We suggest a 
conceptual model where the effectiveness of assertive messages re-
garding hedonic products, or products that are framed hedonically, is 
higher than the effectiveness of non-assertive messages. By contrast, 
in baseline utilitarian consumption contexts, non-assertive phrasing 
should yield higher compliance. We explain these effects through the 
mediation of mood and communication expectations.

 Three experimental studies support our hypothesis and its 
underlying explanation in terms of induced mood and communica-
tion expectations. The experiments are preceded by a field data ex-
amination of 428 real-life slogans in hedonic and utilitarian product 
categories. The field data shows that while about 8% of utilitarian 
product slogans are assertive, a dramatic 24% of hedonic products 
are assertively phrased. Study 1 tests the conceptual model. We show 
that compliance depends on the interaction between language (as-
sertive/non-assertive) and communication expectations for assertive/
non-assertive language. Such expectations originate from the mood 
(positive/non-positive) which is induced by different product types 
(hedonic/utilitarian). Respondents who were thinking about choco-
late reported positive mood and higher compliance intentions with an 
assertive message (“You must try our chocolate!”) than with a non-
assertive message (“You could try our chocolate”), as well as higher 
expectations for assertive language. However, respondents who were 
thinking of opening a bank account did not report positive mood and 
were more inclined to comply with a non-assertive message (“You 
could open a bank-account with us”), compared with an assertive 
one (“You must open a bank account with us!”). Study 2 employs 
real print ads from business magazines to generalize the findings 
to contexts involving utilitarian products presented in metaphori-
cally hedonic language and imagery (“hedonic framing”). We find 
that even when a utilitarian product is merely presented in a hedonic 

framing (e.g. consulting services presented as a flight to the moon), 
an assertive phrasing is more persuasive than a non-assertive one. 
Study 3 reinforces the notion that assertive language meets commu-
nication expectations in hedonic contexts, showing that consumers 
perceive unknown products advertised using assertive language as 
more hedonic than the same products promoted with a non-assertive 
message.

Additional Alternative Explanations
We specifically proposed that hedonic products are likely to 

prompt a positive mood, which results in the expectation for, and 
acceptance of, a more direct and assertive communication style. We 
empirically considered an alternative explanation for the context-de-
pendent effect of message assertiveness, based on the notion that in 
hedonic product contexts assertiveness could reduce guilt associated 
with the anticipation of self-indulgence, but this explanation could 
not account for our findings. 

Another alternative explanation may be related to the benefi-
ciary prediction. Specifically, Buller et al. (1992) find that the degree 
to which the addressee is the beneficiary of a request positively af-
fects compliance with more assertive requests. It is plausible, then, 
that assertive messages regarding hedonic consumption elicit higher 
compliance because the consumer is the obvious beneficiary in he-
donic consumption contexts. However, this explanation only weakly 
supports the prediction of the interaction between product type and 
language, since it mainly predicts that in hedonic consumption con-
texts any request would be effective. More critically, this explanation 
does not predict why non-assertive phrasing will elicit lower compli-
ance in hedonic product contexts. 

Related to the notion of beneficiary, it could be that the assert-
ively phrased messages in hedonic product contexts, such as ”You 
must have this product”, are not perceived as commands but rather 
as advice because the beneficiary in hedonic consumption is more sa-
liently the consumer. This possibility echoes recent findings of Botti 
and McGill (2011), who relate higher satisfaction with self-made 
choices in hedonic consumption, compared with utilitarian consump-
tion, to perceptions of hedonic consumption as more self- rather than 
externally motivated. This explanation is in line with our theorizing 
of altered communication expectations in hedonic product contexts. 
However, it suggests an alternative underlying process, where a dif-
ferent phrasing is expected not because the perception of social and 
communicational rules and borders loosens due to positive mood, but 
rather because of a different interpretation of the meaning of direc-
tive phrases as advice and not as a request. Further, this explanation 
too does not account for the interaction of language and product type, 
because it is not clear why assertively phrased advice would be more 
complied with than non-assertively phrased advice. To account for 
the possible different interpretations of the word must it is possible 
to use different phrasings in the experimental design. We address 
this point in Study 2, employing various assertive and non-assertive 
phrasing variations. 

Universality of the Findings
In Study 2, we used English ads, whereas the rest of the studies 

were in Hebrew. Research suggests English and Hebrew differ in 
politeness judgment (e.g., Blum-Kulka 1994). Exploring the robust-
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ness of the findings across the two languages was important for this 
work, as it is also important for other works on language behavior. 

While additional interesting directions can be proposed, such as 
that hedonic framing might elicit a promotion focus while a utilitar-
ian framing ad might evoke a prevention focus, the most important 
conclusion we draw from this work is that assertive messages can 
be effective, and non-assertive messages can be counter-productive, 
depending on their meeting consumers’ communicational expecta-
tions, in ironic application of Burger King’s famously assertive slo-
gan Have it your way!
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