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ABSTRACT

In consumer-to-consumer (C2C) markets, individuals must decide whether to sell property directly or rely on professional inter-
mediaries. While digital technologies increasingly enable direct transactions, the expertise and strategic communication skills
of intermediaries continue to play an important role. Our objective in this research is to connect expertise theory with signaling
theory by examining whether professionals employ stylistic elements in real estate listings that traditionally convey quality and
trustworthiness, and how these differ from those used by amateurs. To address this, we introduce topic-prevalent n-grams to
examine stylistic patterns across a large dataset of more than 300,000 real estate advertisements in the United States. Two con-
secutive studies apply natural language processing (NLP) techniques to uncover systematic differences in wording, tone, and
rhetorical strategies between professional brokers and amateur homeowners. A third study, which involved a scenario-based
experiment with US homeowners, illustrates how potential buyers perceive and respond to the different linguistic styles. The
results show that professional brokers use language strategically to convey quality signals and enhance buyer engagement, while
amateur homeowners often rely on emotional expression and negative phrasing, which can increase trustworthiness but result
in less favorable responses overall. These findings highlight the central role of language style as a signal of expertise, influencing
trust, perceptions of quality, and ultimately buyer decision-making. Beyond offering empirical evidence for the impact of stylistic
variation, the study contributes a methodological innovation by demonstrating how topic-prevalent n-grams can be used as a
powerful tool for text classification and for advancing research on language, expertise, and consumer behavior.

1 | Introduction or electronics (Liang and Xu 2018), often diminishing the ne-
cessity for professional intermediaries (Fernando et al. 2018).

In markets where consumers act as sellers and want to sell their While this shift has transformed many industries, professionals

own property, particularly in the consumer-to-consumer (C2C) continue to maintain a competitive advantage over amateurs in

second-hand market, they have different selling options. They  certain contexts. Their expertise, experience, and strategic com-

can either enter the market themselves as amateur sellers or munication skills may contribute to more effective engagement

seek assistance from intermediaries who act as professional sell- with potential buyers (Larceneux et al. 2015).

ers. Digital technology has enabled direct exchanges between

consumers, ranging from complex products such as automobiles ~ The general theory of expertise (Ericsson and Smith 1991) sug-

and real estate (Savolainen 2009) to everyday items like clothing  gests that professionals consistently outperform non-experts due
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to their specialized knowledge and accumulated experience,
which translates into superior performance in their respective
domains (Miller et al. 2021). This expertise is often visible in
multiple aspects of commerce, from pricing decisions to negoti-
ation strategies. However, one underexplored dimension of ex-
pertise is communication style—specifically, how professionals
and amateurs use language differently in promotional content
(Goodwin et al. 2014). Given that initial interactions between
sellers and buyers often occur through textual descriptions,
how information is presented may serve as an implicit signal of
quality and credibility (Spence 1973; Kirmani and Rao 2000).
Signaling theory is based on the idea that in situations of
asymmetric information, such as in C2C markets, sellers use
observable attributes or behaviors as signals to communicate
their product quality or reliability to consumers (Pfeuffer and
Phua 2022; Mayayise 2024). In the context of both amateur and
professional sellers, these signals can differ significantly, shap-
ing consumer perceptions and market dynamics.

Consumer language research has experienced considerable
development in the past decade (Packard and Berger 2024).
Recent research has demonstrated that linguistic style can in-
fluence perceptions of trustworthiness and product quality
(Moradi et al. 2024), yet the mechanisms behind these effects
remain unclear. To address this gap, our study applies stylom-
etry—a computational approach that quantifies linguistic style
through features such as word usage, syntax, and structural
patterns (Neal et al. 2017)—to examine whether profession-
als and amateurs differ in their textual patterns. By leverag-
ing topic-prevalent n-grams, a novel text analysis technique,
we systematically investigate how stylistic elements influence
perceived trust and effectiveness. Our approach builds upon
previous work in marketing and consumer behavior science
(Hoover 2013; Stamatatos 2009), extending it to the context of
digital commerce.

The objective of this research is to connect expertise theory with
signaling theory and examine whether professionals utilize sty-
listic elements differently from amateurs in real estate listings
that typically indicate quality and trustworthiness. In addition
to exploring these differences, we aim to investigate the effec-
tiveness of these signals by determining whether the reactions
of potential buyers vary based on the stylistic elements present
in real estate listings.

This research contributes to multiple domains. First, we en-
hance the understanding of expertise theory by demonstrating
how linguistic patterns distinguish professionals from amateurs
in a special C2C context. Second, we integrate signaling theory
into consumer language research, illustrating how textual fea-
tures act as implicit quality indicators for consumers. From a
theoretical perspective, our experimental study demonstrates
the distinct mechanisms through which professional versus
amateur signals operate, specifically via the mediation of per-
ceived trustworthiness and perceived quality. This contributes
to signaling theory by showing that the outcomes of stylistic sig-
nals—quality and trust—lead to different customer reactions.
Finally, we introduce a novel methodological approach—the
application of topic-prevalent n-grams—to examine communi-
cation effectiveness in a way that has not been explored before
in marketing science.

The paper consists of three successive studies. The context of
the studies is the real estate market, one of the largest C2C
markets, where traditionally, both amateurs (homeowners)
and professionals (brokers) are active. First, we use stylom-
etry to show that advertisements vary by author. Unlike the
traditional lexicon-based approaches commonly found in style
studies, we employed a novel method based on NLP (Natural
Language Processing) to analyze topic-prevalent n-grams in
Study 1, which examines style through word associations.
Second, our findings advance expertise theory by highlighting
the differences in language used by professionals compared
to amateurs. In Study 2, we used the NRC Word-Emotion
Association Lexicon and the Emotion Intensity Lexicon to
provide empirical evidence of how professionals strategically
incorporate emotionally charged words into their content cre-
ation. Finally, we support these results with an experiment in
Study 3, demonstrating that the stylistic choices made by pro-
fessionals are more effective in engaging buyers.

Our study not only contributes to consumer behavior science
but also provides actionable insights for consumers who lack
professional training. The findings suggest that amateurs can
enhance their efficiency by adapting professional linguistic
strategies, potentially automating content creation through
Al-based tools to produce more persuasive and engaging con-
tent. Through a series of empirical studies, we demonstrate
that strategic linguistic choices influence credibility, buyer
trust, and engagement, highlighting the potential of both
human expertise and AI-driven solutions in optimizing digital
communication practices.

2 | Literature Review
2.1 | Professional and Amateur Sellers

Expertise theory helps explain the differences in performance
between professional and amateur sellers. The theory origi-
nates from cognitive psychology and is based on research that
uncovers the secret of outstanding performance (Ericsson and
Smith 1991). Studies on professionals have expanded our under-
standing, showing that practice and experience are key sources
of expertise. However, research also highlights that it is not just
routine expertise but adaptive expertise that sets experts apart
from non-experts (Bohle Carbonell et al. 2014).

Selling expertise refers to the depth and breadth of knowledge
that salespeople have about their products, market condi-
tions, and customer profiles (Busch and Wilson 1976; Fu and
Chen 2011). This understanding significantly impacts sales
effectiveness and buyer trust, highlighting the distinctions be-
tween professional sellers—who depend on their specialized
knowledge and structured selling processes—and amateur sell-
ers, who may lack formal training or thorough market insight
(Schwob et al. 2023).

Professional sellers often act as “knowledge brokers,” harness-
ing their selling-related knowledge to access and disseminate
valuable insights within networks. Verbeke et al. (2011) empha-
size the importance of knowledge brokering in the sales process,
as it enables sellers to create connections that improve their
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effectiveness. Having sufficient experience and information
about customers and competitors can enhance conversion rates
in professional selling environments (Sturman 2003; Fu 2009).
Moreover, such expertise fosters interpersonal trust, which has
been identified as a driver of customer loyalty in commercial re-
lationships (Guenzi and Georges 2010).

In contrast, amateur sellers typically operate with lesser exper-
tise, potentially undermining customer trust and limiting their
effectiveness. Research indicates that while expertise can ele-
vate the perceived quality of sales interactions and positively
influence purchasing behavior, amateur sellers may struggle
to adeptly perceive market cues and customer needs (Fu and
Chen 2011). A study by Aydin et al. (2017) highlights that critical
success factors, such as intrinsic motivation and learning ori-
entation, can help sellers enhance their performance, but they
fundamentally still lag behind sellers who possess technical and
experiential expertise.

The distinction between professional and amateur sellers is fur-
ther pronounced in industries where local market knowledge is
paramount. Fang and Hayunga (2024) found that effective real
estate agents significantly impact transaction prices and mar-
keting durations, emphasizing that local expertise surpasses
mere transactional capabilities. This principle applies to ama-
teur sellers, who often lack the nuanced understanding of mar-
ket dynamics that professionals possess, leading to suboptimal
selling outcomes. Curto et al. (2015) proved that real estate sales
professionals in Italy can understand much more effectively the
contribution of the observable qualities to the listing price and
their predictive power of which house features are relevant in
determining a higher price. Similarly, Miller et al. (2021) con-
firmed in the US market that professional salespeople can sus-
tain a price advantage over amateurs, even after accounting for
the 6% commission rate.

2.2 | The Role of Language and Style

The past decade has seen substantial progress in consumer
language research concerned with “how, when, and why lin-
guistic phenomena (e.g., rhetoric, grammar/syntax, phonetics,
or semantics) reflect consumer states and traits, predict future
actions, or shape consumer attitudes and behaviors” (Packard
and Berger 2024, 43).

The way a message is formulated is supposed to convey how
recipients should understand its literal meaning (Dion and
Notarantonio 1992). The language style used in marketing
content both impacts and reflects on consumers and com-
panies, as discussed by Berger et al. (2022). Gao et al. (2023)
demonstrated this effect in credit markets where borrowers
with better-written and more readable applications received
higher funding from lenders. Even small differences in lan-
guage use, such as the use of the words “we” or “you and I”,
can have an impact on consumer attitudes (Sela et al. 2012).
Similarly, the formal or colloquial style of charitable appeals
makes a difference in donor support (Pfeiffer et al. 2023). In
style research, there have been studies of different styles, such
as humorous vs. serious (Su et al. 2025), concrete vs. abstract

(Tong et al. 2023), or high-cognitive vs. low-cognitive (Hlee
et al. 2021), but fewer studies have looked at the effect of
the author of the text. The author's stylistic research is com-
monly found in digital and criminal forensics, cybersecurity
(Brennan et al. 2012), literary studies, and digital humanities
(Hoover 2013).

2.3 | Amateur and Professional Language

Even though the difference between amateurs and profession-
als is shrinking in many domains, research results suggest
that experts’ language is still different from consumers’ lan-
guage both in content and style (Koltay 2019). Experts tend
to communicate in a more factual manner than non-experts
(Kim et al. 2011) and often use more concrete language
(Packard and Berger 2021). Their style typically involves more
fact-based terms and fewer emotional expressions (Forgas and
Tehani 2005). As noted by Solomon (1990), experts tend to
provide better and richer descriptions of objects and phenom-
ena than amateurs. In contrast, consumers may feel alienated
or intimidated by the assertive language of professionally cre-
ated content (Reavey et al. 2018). Further, amateurs can cre-
ate messages that enhance the chance to be perceived as more
trustworthy and authentic due to their use of emotionally laden
language (Koltay 2019). In their study with Linguistic Inquiry
and Word Count (LIWC), Kim et al. (2011) were able to dif-
ferentiate between expert and novice language. Professionals
created long texts and used more cognitive words; amateurs
used sentences with fewer words, their descriptions were less
organized and more fragmentary, and they used more emo-
tional words.

2.4 | Emotional Language

Literature also suggests that emotionally charged expressions
can have counterintuitive effects on the consumer decision-
making process. For example, Rocklage and Fazio (2020)
showed that in C2C communication (such as product reviews),
even positive emotions might backfire. On the contrary, nega-
tive emotions, especially when expressed with high emotional
intensity, can increase the perceived helpfulness of consumer
reviews. Ren and Hong (2019), examining specific emotional
cues, found that reviews containing fear-related language are
seen as more persuasive and helpful. Advertising literature rec-
ognizes that negative emotions can serve as effective emotional
appeals in persuasive messaging. Fear appeals, for example, are
long recognized as potent drivers of behavior change (De Hoog
et al. 2005; Witte and Allen 2000).

These findings are consistent with attribution theory
(Kelley 1973), which states that individuals not only assess the
content of communication but also the intentions behind others'
behavior. A display of negative emotions can lead to positive so-
cial inferences (Tiedens 2001), for example, people expressing
anger or sadness may be perceived as more competent (Hareli
and Hess 2010). When negative emotions are expressed in text,
this increases feelings of closeness (Ludwig et al. 2022), suggest-
ing that the expression of negative emotions signals sincerity,
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which, in turn, can enhance the perceived authenticity and
trustworthiness of the message.

2.5 | Style as a Signal

Markets where both professionals and amateurs are present,
like second-hand C2C markets, are characterized by a high
degree of information asymmetry (Shen et al. 2011) since the
buyer is often not aware of all the quality parameters of the
property they want to buy, and in many cases, has no way of
verifying them. The uncertainty originates from two sources:
the uncertainty of the product quality and the uncertainty of
the seller's credibility (Ghose 2009) and thus, trust plays a cru-
cial role in the transactions (Berg et al. 2020). To overcome
uncertainty originating from information asymmetry and the
complex purchase situation, sellers use signals to indicate the
quality of the products and the seller's credibility. Signaling
theory is widely used in areas where information asymmetry
exists (Kirmani and Rao 2000). Research is typically con-
ducted in situations where it is difficult to judge the quality of
the product and/or the quality of the seller before the transac-
tion (Li et al. 2009). Signals include a money-back guarantee
and branding (Lee et al. 2005), e-WOM (To6th et al. 2022), or
the broadcaster's physical characteristics (Lu and Chen 2021),
while the credibility of the seller can be indicated by signals
such as third-party payment or seller certification (Cardoso
and Martinez 2019).

Although signaling theory originally suggests that observability
is anecessary characteristic of a signal (Connelly et al. 2011) and
signals are processed in isolation (Evans 2008), Steigenberger
and Wilhelm (2018) proved that rhetorical signals complement
substantive signals and may have a holistic effect in a high-
noise environment. Moradi et al. (2024) extended their results
by proving that rhetorical signals (emotional and cognitive tone,
communal language, and linguistic style) play an important
role in finding backers for crowdfunding projects. This result
showed that less observable and recognizable elements, such as
style, can also serve as signals. While the literature on the type
and characteristics of signals is extensive, there is much less lit-
erature on the signalers (Bafera and Kleinert 2023). The identity

TABLE1 | Research design.

and style of the signalers are much more pronounced in style
research.

3 | Overview of the Studies

Our objective with this research is to link expertise theory with
signaling theory and explore if professionals use stylistic ele-
ments different from amateurs in real estate listings that tradi-
tionally signal quality and trustworthiness. Beyond exploring
the differences, we also investigate whether these signals work,
that is, to determine whether the reactions of potential buyers
differ along the stylistic elements of real estate listings.

In this research, we conducted a detailed examination of linguistic
features of real estate classified advertisements in three successive
studies, which took place in two phases (Table 1). The primary
aim of Phase 1 was to examine the differences in the use of lan-
guage between professionals and amateurs, through the analysis
of a corpus comprising over 300,000 US listings. In Phase 1, we
conducted two studies. Study 1 focused on the use of stylomet-
ric markers to examine textual patterns, while Studies 2a and 2b
used the NRC Word-Emotion Association Lexicon and the NRC
Emotion Intensity Lexicon, respectively. Phase 2 (Study 3) built
on key findings of Phase 1. While Phase 1 provides results on the
differences in language use between professional and amateur
sellers, Phase 2 analyzes the business relevance of this difference.
In this phase, we bridged the results from Phase 1 by evaluating
the impact of identified linguistic features on potential consum-
ers. We developed a series of hypotheses that we tested with the
help of an experiment with a sample of 370 US homeowners.

4 | Phasel

Both studies of Phase 1 used data that were systematically ex-
tracted from the archives of craigslist.org, the preeminent clas-
sifieds website, using the Internet Wayback Machine (IWM,
archive.org). This research involved downloading 399,208 real
estate sales listings from two sections of the site: “reb” (real
estate by brokers—professionals), and “reo” (real estate by
owners—amateurs).

Study

Objective of study

Method/data

Phase 1. Difference between language use of real estate brokers/homeowners

Study 1

Study 2a

Measure stylistic differences in the language
use of real estate brokers/homeowners

Text mining/corpus:
300,000+ US real
estate classified ads

Emotional differences in language use of real estate brokers/

homeowners with NRC Word—Emotion Association Lexicon

Study 2b

Differences in the intensity of emotions in the use

of language in real estate brokers/homeowners
with NRC Emotion Intensity Lexicon

Phase 2. Evaluating the impact of identified linguistic features on potential consumers

Study 3 Measuring the impact of the differences in Experiment/sample of
language use on potential consumers 370 US homeowners
40f 17 International Journal of Consumer Studies, 2025
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Following the removal of duplicates and short entries, the final
size of the dataset comprised 313,721 listings, published between
August 2008 and April 2022 across 411 US regions, with 229,913
listings by professionals and 136,581 by amateurs. The aver-
age number of tokenized lemmas was M_professional =102.32
(SD_professional=71.54) and M_amateur=97.99 (SD_am-
ateur=76.23), while vocabulary richness was M_profes-
sional =70.56 (SD_professional =43.11) and M_amateur =68.24
(SD_amateur =40.82). The corpus was cleaned following estab-
lished text mining protocols using Natural Language Toolkit
(NLTK) libraries (Bird et al. 2009), assisted by custom Python
scripts. The text preprocessing included HTML/JavaScript
removal, tokenization, special character handling, stopword
removal, and lemmatization—following guidelines recom-
mended by Shankar and Parsana (2022) (see Web Appendix 1:
Supporting Information).

4.1 | Method of Study 1

Stylometry is a research field in computational linguistics that
focuses on the quantitative features of language (Vysotska
et al. 2018). Stylometric features (or style markers) include lex-
ical, syntactic, semantic, structural, and domain-specific levels
(Neal et al. 2017) and are widely used in text classification tasks
(Schuster et al. 2020), across several scientific and practical fields
ranging from digital and criminal forensics to cybersecurity
(Brennan et al. 2012), literary studies, and digital humanities
(Hoover 2013). This study introduces stylometry to marketing
science, where it has been rarely applied, and explores its use in
distinguishing between professional and amateur content cre-
ators—a novel focus. Following Stamatatos (2009), we extracted
lexical, syntactic, and application-specific linguistic features
from the corpus (see Supporting Information).

We propose a new method—topic prevalent n-grams—to mea-
sure and compare the writing styles of the two groups. N-grams
are entities that “can be defined as a set of consecutive words”
that “can be useful if the researcher is interested in using the
text as input for a predictive model” (Berger et al. 2020, 11). N-
grams are commonly used for author identification in different
scientific and practice-oriented fields, but we did not find any
studies in the literature that connected n-gram analysis with
groups differentiated by expertise or domain knowledge.

We propose the following method for our research. Building
on two consecutive words (or bigrams) we developed the topic
prevalent n-grams method that allowed us to explore recurring
n-gram patterns, providing deeper insights into the stylistic sig-
natures of the two subcorpora under study. Appendix 1 details
a formal definition of the topic prevalent n-grams method. Here
we present an example to illustrate the concept for clearer ini-
tial understanding. Take “satellite image” as an exemplary bi-
gram. We found that this bigram occurred in 0.67% of all broker
postings and only 0.02% of all owner postings. Hence, we call a
satellite image a “professional prevalent bigram” if the differ-
ence between 0.67% and 0.02% exceeds a certain € threshold (to
be found empirically). In our corpus, we identified 2,857,358
unique bigrams. Based on the algorithm in Appendix 1, the
empirical threshold was set at 0.00003, yielding 128,249 owner-
prevalent and 186,334 broker-prevalent bigrams.

4.2 | Results of Study 1

Study 1 evaluated the effectiveness of known stylometric fea-
tures (see Appendix 2) and topic-prevalent n-grams in classifying
texts by group membership. Using a decision tree, Multinomial
Naive Bayes (MNB), and logistic regression classifiers, our study
provides model-free evidence on the effectiveness of various sty-
lometry features and prevalent n-grams. We compared the perfor-
mance of the decision tree, MNB, and logistic regression (Table 2).

Examining the role of univariate analysis in distinguishing
classified ads written by professionals from those written by
amateurs, our findings reveal that among the stylometric fea-
tures assessed (Stamatatos 2009)—word count, vocabulary
richness, part-of-speech (POS) tags, sentiment, bag of words—
none demonstrated significant explanatory power in identi-
fying group membership, with the notable exception of topic
prevalent n-grams. This method achieved a predictive accuracy
of 84.01%-88.17%, highlighting its effectiveness. These results
are in line with the literature; multiple studies showed the ex-
planatory power of n-grams to be stronger than that of other
stylometric variables (Eder and Gorski 2023; Stamatatos 2009;
Wright 2017).

4.3 | Method of Study 2

Emotions strongly influence buying decisions (Jergensen 2016;
Levy et al. 2013) and pathos (the emotional tone of the text) is a
common tool used in advertisements (Arndt et al. 2013, 2017;
Pryce and Oates 2008). While Study 1 found no major sentiment
differences, we propose that the key difference lies in the expres-
sion of emotions and their intensity. Thus, it is not the valence of
emotions (positive, negative, or neutral tone) that may serve as
distinctive characteristics, but rather the specific emotions and
the intensity of these emotions.

We reanalyzed the Study 1 database using NRC lexicons. In se-
lecting the NRC Lexicon for Study 2 over other lexicons such
as the LIWC, we prioritized the NRC Lexicon's ability to iden-
tify and categorize emotions in text, offering two valuable tools:
the Word—Emotion Association Lexicon (Mohammad and
Turney 2013), tagging words with 8 core emotions, and the
Emotion Intensity Lexicon (Mohammad 2017), scoring emo-
tional strength. The decision to use the NRC Emotion Lexicons
was further influenced by their construction method; the scores
within these lexicons were derived from crowdsourced evalu-
ations, reflecting the perspectives of the general population
(Mohammad and Turney 2013).

4.4 | Results of Study 2
4.4.1 | Study?2a

By using the NRC Emotion Lexicon (Mohammad and
Turney 2013), we were able to quantify the presence of words
related to 8 core emotions in the advertisements. This approach
provided a new perspective on understanding the emotional ap-
peals used, compared to the stylometry-based method used in
Study 1. The data shows that emotional language is significantly
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TABLE 2 | Performance metrics of classifiers on different stylometric markers.

Decision tree

Multinomial naive bayes

Logistic regression

P R F1 A R F1 A P R F1 A
Word count 0,613 0991 0.757 0.612 0.612 1.0 0.612 0.759 0.612 1.0 0.612  0.760
Unique word count 0.619 0961 0.753 0.614 0.612 1.0 0.612 0.759 0.612 1.0 0.612  0.760
(vocabulary richness)
Part of speech tags 0.682 0.834 0.750 0.660 0.672 0.830 0.648 0.743 0.658 0.9006 0.653 0.761
Sentiment 0.623 0953 0.753 0.618 — — — 0.610 0.9801 0.604 0.752

Bag of words (no tiers)  0.616 0981 0.756 0.613 0.612 1.0 0.612 0.759 0.611 1.0 0.612  0.759

Bag of words: 10 tiers 0.650 0.855 0.739 0.630 0.639

Prevalent bigrams

0.8766 0.900 0.888 0.861 0.931 0.765 0.822 0.840 0.868

0.811 0.605 0.715 0.626 09377 0.620 0.751

0.8960 0.853 0.882

Note: Decision tree max_depth =10.
Abbreviations: A: accuracy, P: precision, R: recall.

more frequent in amateur listings than in professional listings—
particularly for negative emotions. Words associated with anger
appear more frequently in amateur listings (0.9287 vs. 0.5726),
with a noticeable effect size (d=-0.27). Similarly, expres-
sions of disgust are more commonly found in listings created
by amateurs (0.6308 vs. 0.4079), with a substantial effect size
(d=-0.23). (This pattern likely reflects how amateurs describe
undesirable features more directly, using terms like “sewer,”
“toilet,” or “open sewage”, while professionals tend to avoid such
language. The elevated presence of disgust-related terms may
indicate unfiltered descriptions).

On the other hand, the slightly higher frequency of words related
to trust in professional listings (4.06 vs. 3.94), despite a small
effect size (d=0.03), may indicate a professional strategy to pro-
mote reliability and assurance. We draw similar conclusions
from the noticeable cautiousness of professionals in using neg-
ative emotional words across all four negative categories: anger
(amateurs: 0.9287, professionals: 0.5726, d =—0.27), disgust (am-
ateurs: 0.6308, professionals: 0.4079, d =—0.23), fear (amateurs:
0.7222, professionals: 0.4859, d = —0.19), and sadness (amateurs:
0.8853, professionals: 0.5737, d=—-0.24) (see Web Appendix 2a:
Supporting Information for full results).

4.4.2 | Study2b

In addition to the use of emotionally charged words, the emo-
tional intensity of the word choices of both groups was assessed
using the NRC Emotion Intensity Lexicon (Mohammad 2017).

Incorporating the findings of Study 2a, an examination of
the emotional intensity scores associated with basic emo-
tions in real estate advertisements revealed a less frequent
use of emotionally charged language by professionals.
However, where agents do choose to use emotional lexicon,
there is a clear preference for words that evoke stronger re-
sponses for positive emotions. This pattern is exemplified
by the emotional intensities of anticipation and joy, where
professionals exhibit higher mean scores (anticipation in-
tensity: M, ,=0.4917, M, =0.4448, Cohen's

professiona amateur

d=0.42; joy intensity: M,,;otessional = 0-3879, My, e, = 0.3457,
Cohen's d =0.38). Conversely, in the context of negative emo-
tions, larger Cohen's d values are observed for disgust and
fear, indicating that amateurs tend to use these emotions
in a more intensive way in their listings (disgust intensity:

professional = 0-4407, M, 0, =0.5369, Cohen's d=-0.37;
fear intensity: Mprofessiona1:0.3270, M, 2tenr = 0-3518, Cohen’s

d=-0.16) (see Web Appendix 2b: Supporting Information for
full results).

5 | Phase2
5.1 | Hypotheses

Our research examines whether stylistic differences between
professional and amateur-generated advertisements influence
consumer perceptions and decision-making. Study 1 identified
how these two seller groups differ in their writing style, while
Study 2 explored the emotional characteristics of their messag-
ing. In Study 3, building on prior research into language's role in
persuasion and signaling, we examine how stylistic differences
between professional and amateur real estate advertisements in-
fluence consumer perceptions and behavior. Drawing on exper-
tise theory and signaling theory, we explore whether these styles
affect behavioral intention directly, as well as indirectly through
perceived trustworthiness and product quality. The following
hypotheses, illustrated in Figure 1, outline our expectations re-
garding these relationships.

Prior research suggests that language plays a crucial role in
shaping consumer interest and willingness to take action (Pryce
and Oates 2008). Professionals equipped with domain expertise
and market experience are expected to create advertisements
that align with best practices in persuasive communication
(Hebdzynski 2023). In contrast, amateurs, lacking formal train-
ing, may produce less strategically framed messages (Curto
et al. 2015; Miller et al. 2021). One key factor in advertising ef-
fectiveness is behavioral intention—whether the message com-
pels consumers to seek further information or proceed with a
purchase (Pryce and Oates 2008). Building on expertise theory,
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FIGURE1 | Overview of the hypotheses.

we propose that professional-style advertisements are more ef-
fective in driving consumer engagement.

H1. Advertisements written in a professional style have a stron-
ger impact on potential buyers' intention to view or purchase the
house compared to those written in an amateur style.

In addition to the intention to act, it is also worth looking at
the factors that help to sell the property. Based on signaling
theory, two fundamental factors were identified that signals
must communicate: quality of the product and reliability/
trustworthiness of the signaler (Connelly et al. 2011). Trust
between parties in commercial transactions can lower trans-
action costs and make the process faster and easier. This phe-
nomenon has been widely studied in personal selling (Swan
and Nolan 1985); direct selling (Young and Albaum 2003), and
business-to-business sales (Valtakoski 2015). Trust in com-
plex product markets can become essential when the informa-
tion asymmetry between the buyer and seller is high. The real
estate market is a specific market where buyers are usually
private individuals, but sellers are either private individuals or
professional agents. We have evidence that information asym-
metry in the real estate market is a problem and can lead to
misbehavior by agents (Rutherford et al. 2005). On the other
hand, we only have qualitative results (DeMarco 2016) or
speculative evidence based on the sellers' views (Stamse 2015)
to support the idea that buyers trust amateurs more than pro-
fessional salespeople.

Based on signaling theory and in accordance with Moradi
et al. (2024), we believe that style can function as a signal. From
the results of Studies 2a and 2b, we know that amateurs are
willing to display negative emotions, signaling the feeling that
they do not want to hide the negative aspects of the property.
This may imply that the creator of these advertisements can be
trusted more (Ludwig et al. 2022). All this leads us to hypoth-
esize that stylistic elements of an amateur-type advertisement
signal the trustworthiness of the seller.

H2. Creators of amateur-style listings are viewed as more trust-
worthy by potential buyers than those who create professional-
style listings.

On the other hand, however, advertisements are only effective if
the property displayed is sufficiently attractive. Given that pro-
fessionals have the background and competence to produce at-
tractive listings (Gay and Zhang 2014; Palmon and Sopranzetti
2017), it is important to examine whether the perceived qual-
ity of the property advertised is, in fact, affected by the style
of the creator. From the results of Studies 2a and 2b, we know
that professionals use words with a positive charge that are
more emotionally intense and use fewer words with a negative
charge. Thus, they are more focused on signaling the qualities
of the property and emphasizing them as intensively as possible.
Based on these results, we propose that the stylistic elements
of listings created by professionals signal higher quality to the
potential buyer.

H3. The quality of properties in advertisements by profession-
als is seen as superior compared to those created by amateurs.

An important stage in the customer journey of buying a prop-
erty is whether potential buyers are interested in the property
and respond to the advertisement in some way. Our hypotheses
so far have aimed to test this relationship. However, the ques-
tion of what internal process leads to this point remains to be
answered. We propose that both trustworthiness and perceived
quality may influence the buyer's behavioral intention. We
know that trust has both a direct effect on the buyer—seller re-
lationship driven by the seller's expertise (Kennedy et al. 2001;
Wood et al. 2008) and has a mediating role for future buying in-
tentions by softening the risk of continuation of the relationship
(Garbarino and Johnson 1999).

Based on signaling theory, we propose that style as a signal has
an effect on the action of the potential buyers through the medi-
ation of the credibility of the signaler.
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H4. Perceived trustworthiness of the seller in amateur-style
advertisements positively influences the consumer’s behavioral
intention.

According to signaling theory, not only the trustworthiness of
the signaler but also the perceived quality of the product can
increase the willingness to purchase (Connelly et al. 2011).
The role of perceived product quality as a mediator between
signals and willingness to buy is a phenomenon that has been
explored in previous research. Treiblmaier and Garaus (2023)
showed that blockchain labels as signals enhanced perceived
quality, which subsequently led to a higher willingness to pur-
chase the product. In a similar vein, Tsui (2012) found that
advertising that enhances perceived quality increases con-
sumers’ willingness to pay. Wells et al. (2011) demonstrated,
based on signaling theory, that the quality of a website and
the credibility of its signals contribute to a greater intention to
purchase by enhancing the perceived quality of the product.
Based on these results, we propose that the higher the per-
ceived quality of the professional-style listings, the more likely
the buyer is to take an action.

HS5. Perceived product quality in professional-style advertise-
ments positively influences the consumer’s behavioral intention.

The final aspect we wanted to explore is whether factors beyond
style influence buyers' perceptions and intentions. The effective-
ness of real estate listings can be impacted not only by the con-
tent of the advertisement but also by the identity of the source.
Identity signals refer to communicative actions, displays, or be-
havioral patterns that indicate an individual's affiliation with
a recognizable and categorizable social group (Smaldino 2022).
Revealing or concealing one's identity can lead to distorted per-
ceptions and may alter the listener's opinion (Le Forestier and
Lewis Jr 2024).

Research on source credibility primarily focuses on factors such
as the attractiveness, gender, or similarity between the source
and the listener (Pornpitakpan 2004). However, aspects like the
expertise of the source are seldom examined. In the video game
market, Cox and Kaimann (2015) demonstrated that reviews
from professional critics positively influence sales significantly
more than consumer reviews do. This leads us to propose a mod-
eration effect. We assume that revealing the advertiser's identity
may enhance the primary influence of stylistic presentation.

H6. The effect of stylistic signals on (a) behavioral intention,
(b) trustworthiness, and (c) perceived quality is moderated
by the visibility of the advertiser's identity (professional vs.
amateur).

5.2 | Method of Study 3
5.2.1 | Design and Procedure of Study 3

To test our hypotheses, we designed a computer-based exper-
iment with a 2 (listing style: professional vs. amateur) X2 (in-
dication of advertiser: yes vs. no) between-subjects design.
Behavioral intention, trustworthiness, and perceived quality of
the real estate served as dependent variables.

We collected data from Prolific; the final sample consisted of
370 participants (mean age =46.36, SD =12.91; 49.7% female).
To be able to match our experimental results with the results
from Study 1, we screened our respondents based on two cri-
teria. First, only US residents were eligible. As the corpus of
our data in Phase 1 was a US-based dataset, we wanted to
limit the data collection to the USA. Second, only those re-
spondents who were owners of real estate were reached. We
considered property ownership to be important because we
expected respondents who owned property to have some ex-
perience in buying property. In the final sample, based on
the respondents’ answers, 40.3% had bought real estate in the
past 5years, 42.4% more than 5years ago, and 17.3% had never
bought real estate. We used this variable as a control in the
analysis to see if experience in buying real estate affected the
results. Respondents were randomly assigned to one of the
treatments. The listings were created for the research, and
the effects of the manipulations designed in the listings were
measured.

5.2.2 | Stimulus Materials and Measures

We used text as the manipulation material (Berger et al. 2022).
In the questionnaire, real estate listings were created and
tested as manipulations. Our objective was to create listings
that described an average piece of real estate but in different
styles. It should be noted that in this case, it was not sufficient
to follow the usual scenario-based design where the same sce-
nario text is used and only words or phrases are changed (e.g.,
instead of ‘nice’ home, it was not sufficient to use ‘wonder-
ful’ home). In this case, based on the topic-prevalent n-gram
method, the whole text had to reflect the style of the listing.
Thus, it is not only the individual words that are important
but also the word combinations and phrases (bigrams and
n-grams). Accordingly, the elaboration of the stimuli was a
longer process, and the algorithm developed in Phase 1 was
called upon to help us create a typical broker/owner-type list-
ing (professional/amateur style).

The initial property for which we created listings was a
Mediterranean-style 880 sq. ft. house with two bedrooms, worth
around $500,000. We chose the Mediterranean style, as it was
mentioned in both professionally created and amateur listings, in
different contexts. Basic parameters were set to reflect the “aver-
age” home on the US market, ensuring that our stimuli resonated
with typical buyer expectations. Although location and price are
the two main pieces of information required by home buyers
(Nowak and Smith 2017), our interest is in the effect of listings;
thus, we controlled for these two characteristics of the property.

The text of the listings for the house was manipulated in the
experiment following an iterative process based on the find-
ings of Phase 1. With the help of the algorithm, we collected
the most typical listings and created a list of the most fre-
quently occurring items in a listing (e.g., bedroom, furnished,
bathroom). These key items were run in the algorithm to find
out in which word combinations the word occurred in profes-
sional and amateur listings. Then we ran the word combina-
tions again, and so on until we were able to create a listing that
reflected the “typical” professional and amateur style for the
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same property. The listings were then scored by the algorithm
to see if they matched the respective style. The iteration was
continued until the listings were placed by the algorithm in
the two extreme quartiles, thus ensuring the strongest possi-
ble difference. Whichever version met this goal, we also looked
at emotions and tried to swap words to reflect the emotional
characteristics of the owner/broker classified ads. We aimed
to cover as many emotional categories as possible so that we
ended up with a good overlap with the original sample for six
of the eight emotional categories.

After the iterative process, we tested the listings for language
and content with the help of homeowners and real estate ex-
perts. We also tested the listings on a sample of students.

The visual design of the stimuli largely followed the design of
craigslist.org with some minor modifications (small picture,
table highlighting main features). To give respondents the
same mental picture of the text, an average photo was placed
next to the text, and the main basic data was highlighted in a
table. However, we made sure that the size of the photo was
much smaller than the text itself so that the focus was placed
on the text. To manipulate whether the advertiser's identity
appeared in the listing, we simply displayed it in the title bar
or omitted whether the seller was a broker or owner. The final
manipulations can be found in Web Appendix 3: Supporting
Information.

To measure the dependent variables, we used 7-point Likert
scales. Behavioral intention was measured with two items: “I
would love to see this house for real” and “I would love to buy
this house” (r=0.78, p<0.001). Perceived quality of the real
estate was measured with three items: “This house is unat-
tractive/attractive, poor quality/great quality, ordinary/glamor-
ous” (Alpha=0.82). Trustworthiness of the advertiser (Kennedy
et al. 2001) was measured with two items: “I believe what this
person (who created this ad) says and that he/she would not try
to take advantage of the customer”, and “This person is straight-
forward and honest even though his/her interests are involved”
(r=0.83, p<0.001).

5.3 | Results of Study 3
5.3.1 | Manipulation Check

To test if the broker/owner identity manipulations were effec-
tive, we asked respondents if a broker or owner created the ad (if
it was indicated): 95% of those for whom it was indicated that the
listing was created by a broker guessed well, while 76% of those
for whom it was an owner created one guessed well (Pearson
Chi?<0.001).

The manipulation check for the style manipulation was based
on the algorithm in Study 1. We ran the algorithm to decide
whether the listing created was in broker or owner style. As
described above, the text of the ads was adjusted until the al-
gorithm found it to be in a suitable broker or owner style. The
numerical result of this is given in Web Appendices 4a and 4b:
Supporting Information.

5.3.2 | Effect of Advertisement Style and Identity
of the Seller

First, we performed a 2x2 multivariate analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) where advertisement style and identity of the adver-
tiser served as independent variables and behavioral intention,
perceived trustworthiness, and perceived quality as dependent
variables. We used age, gender, educational level, and previous
experience in buying a home as controls. Figure 2 provides a
visualization of the results.

The analysis indicated that advertisement style had a sig-
nificant effect on behavioral intention, with profession-
ally created content driving higher behavioral intention
(Mprofessionalfstyle:4‘70 Vvs. Mamateurfstyle:4’26; F(1’369):7‘9’
p <0.01) supporting H1. Similarly, advertisement style had a
significant main effect on trustworthiness, but in the oppo-
site direction, suggesting a stronger effect of the amateur style
advertisements (Mpmfessional_sty]e =3.89 vs. Mamteur_Style =4.20,
F(1,369)=4.66, p<0.05), supporting H2. The results
also supported that classified ads created in professional
style had a higher perception of the real estate quality
(Mprofessionalfstyle =4.64vs. Mamateurfstyle =4.24, F(1’369) =6.54,

p <0.05); thus, H3 was confirmed.

In addition, we found that identity of the seller did not affect
behavioral intention (M, ..ea=%4-38 VS. M, indicated =456
F(1,369)=1.31, ns.), trustworthiness (Mmdic;led:4.05 VS.
Mnot_indicated:4.05, F(1,369)=0.06, ns.), and perceived quality
M, giearea =4-36 VS M o oq=4.52, F(1,369) = 1.14, ns.). As
the effects of the identity were highly insignificant, we accept
Hé6a-Hé6c. The interaction effect of style and identity of adver-
tisers on the three dependent variables was insignificant. Thus,

we reject Hoa-Hoéc.

5.3.3 | Test of Mediation on Behavioral Intention

We used bootstrapping with repeated extraction of 5000 sam-
ples (Hayes 2017, PROCESS Model 4, two mediators) to test H4
and H5. We used the style of ads as the independent variable,
perceived quality and trustworthiness as mediators, and behav-
ioral intention as the dependent variable. We controlled for the
potential effects of age, gender, education, and previous buying
experience.

Based on the analysis, we found evidence for full mediation
(direct effect: b=—0.11; t=-1.89; p=0.06; 95% CI=[-0.22 to
0.004]), none of the control variables were significant. The re-
sults indicate a total effect of style (b=—0.34; BootSE=0.15;95%
CI=[-0.64to —0.05]), while an indirect effect of trust (b =0.028;
BootSE=0.02; 95% CI=[0.003 to 0.06]) and an indirect effect
of quality (b=-0.37; BootSE=0.14; 95% CI=[-0.65 to —0.09])
resulting in a competing mediation. Based on these results, we
accept H4 and H5; both perceived quality and trust mediated the
effect of style on behavioral intention. On the other hand, even
though respondents viewed classified ads created by amateurs
as more trustworthy—leading to a higher intention to engage—
the impact of the perceived quality of ads created by profession-
als was even stronger. Therefore, we confirm Hypothesis (H1),
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FIGURE2 | Results of Study 3.

not as a direct effect, but as an indirect effect through the medi-
ation of quality and trust.

6 | General Discussion

Our research explores a market where both professional
and amateur sellers operate, a phenomenon that has gained
relevance with the rise of digital platforms and the ex-
pansion of online marketplaces. This dynamic is particu-
larly evident in second-hand goods, digital services, and

consumer-to-consumer transactions, where sellers range from
experienced professionals to individuals with little to no for-
mal sales expertise.

Such markets are often characterized by information asymme-
try, as sellers typically know more about a product's qualities and
potential defects than buyers do. Additionally, many purchases
in these markets involve a degree of financial or functional risk,
making trust a key factor from the initial stages of interaction.
Our study aimed to determine whether expert and amateur lin-
guistic styles in advertisements are distinct and whether these
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differences impact buyer perceptions of trust and quality, as well
as their behavioral intention.

The research consists of findings from three interconnected
studies focused on the real estate market, which serves as a
significant C2C environment involving both amateur sellers
(homeowners) and professional brokers. In Study 1, we em-
ployed a stylometric approach to analyze topic-relevant n-grams.
This analysis revealed systematic stylistic differences between
authors, allowing us to identify nuanced word-association pat-
terns that distinguish individual writing styles. Building on
these insights, Study 2 further explored expertise theory by
comparing the language used by professionals and amateurs. It
demonstrated that professionals intentionally incorporate emo-
tionally charged language into their advertisements. Finally,
Study 3 provided experimental evidence suggesting that these
professional stylistic strategies result in higher buyer engage-
ment, thus reinforcing the connection between linguistic style
and market effectiveness.

In the first phase of the research, we used two studies to explore
the linguistic and stylistic differences between professional bro-
ker and amateur homeowner classified ads. In this phase, we
explored the linguistic differences between listings created by
professionals and amateurs. We analyzed a dataset of 229,000
broker listings and 136,000 homeowner listings from craigslist.
org. By extracting stylometric features and applying algorithms
from literary studies and forensics, we developed a method
called topic prevalent n-grams. Using logistic regression, this
method successfully differentiated the two groups with an
88.17% accuracy.

In Studies 2a and 2b, we investigated the use of emotional lan-
guage through the NRC Lexicon. The analysis showed that
professionals generally use fewer emotionally charged words
across seven of eight emotional categories, except ‘trust.
However, they tend to select words with greater intensity in
all categories except for the negative emotions of ‘fear’ and
“disgust.”

In Phase 2, we assessed how real estate listings impact poten-
tial buyers. Employing a 2 X 2 between-subjects experimental
design, we manipulated the listing styles and the presence of
the advertiser's identity. Drawing from the results of Studies
1 and 2, we created listings in both professional and amateur
styles that were presented with and without the advertiser's
identity. In addition, we measured behavioral intention, per-
ceived quality, and trustworthiness of the advertiser. The re-
sults indicated that the listing style significantly affected all
three dependent variables, whereas the advertiser's identity
did not.

Furthermore, mediation analysis revealed that listing style in-
fluences behavioral intention through perceived quality and
trust, demonstrating full mediation. This suggests that list-
ings in professional style are seen as higher quality, leading to
a higher behavioral intention. At the same time, amateur-style
listings cause higher trust, leading to higher intention. Among
the two competing effects, the quality route seemed to be stron-
ger, indicating that higher quality perceptions outweighed

weaker trust perceptions, leading to greater efficiency in profes-
sional advertisements.

7 | Theoretical Contributions

Our study contributes to consumer language research, exper-
tise theory, and signaling theory by demonstrating how stylis-
tic differences influence advertising effectiveness. Research on
rhetoric (Moradi et al. 2023; Steigenberger and Wilhelm 2018)
and style (Pfeiffer et al. 2023) has shown that linguistic choices
impact content effectiveness. We extend this research by iden-
tifying significant differences in writing styles between profes-
sional and amateur sellers. While prior studies have primarily
focused on word selection and grammatical structures (Pfeiffer
et al. 2023) or function words (Boghrati et al. 2023; Ireland and
Pennebaker 2010; Moradi et al. 2024), our research introduces a
different approach.

We developed a topic-prevalent n-grams algorithm adapted from
authorship attribution models used in criminology (Brennan
et al. 2012) and literary studies (Hoover 2013). This is the first
study to apply this method to distinguish writing styles based
on expertise. Our findings highlight that style is more than just
word choices—it involves the relationship between words and
how they structure persuasive messages. This innovation en-
hances marketing research by demonstrating the effectiveness
of simple NLP tools, such as n-grams, in identifying distinct
writing patterns. Our findings also highlight that style is more
than rules or lexicons; style may also mean how the words relate
to each other.

Beyond methodology, our research expands style research by ex-
amining the role of author expertise in shaping stylistic choices.
Studies have explored contrasts such as formal vs. colloquial
(Pfeiffer et al. 2023), humorous vs. serious (Su et al. 2025), and
concrete vs. abstract (Tong et al. 2023). However, few stud-
ies have examined how expertise influences writing style in a
business context. Our findings suggest that professionals adopt
stylistic strategies that enhance persuasion and consumer
engagement.

In addition to style research, our study contributes to expertise
theory, originally developed in cognitive psychology (Ericsson
and Smith 1991). This theory explains how expertise develops
through experience and deliberate practice. In markets where
both professionals and amateurs operate, such as C2C second-
hand markets, the performance gap between these groups re-
mains debated. While some studies suggest that professionals
secure higher prices (Curto et al. 2015; Miller et al. 2021), others
find no significant price premium (Hendel et al. 2009).

Our findings indicate that amateur-style advertisements are per-
ceived as more trustworthy, while professional-style listings sig-
nal higher product quality and are more likely to drive consumer
action in the initial phase of the buying process.

Prior research suggests that experts communicate differently
from amateurs. Experts use factual, concrete language (Kim
etal. 2011; Packard and Berger 2021) and rely more on objective
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statements rather than emotions (Forgas and Tehani 2005).
By linking emotional language research with expertise the-
ory, we provide evidence that experts not only write differ-
ently but do so for strategic reasons. In analyzing the presence
and strength of emotions, we found that emotional language
is significantly more frequent in amateur listings than in pro-
fessional ones, particularly for negative emotions. In terms of
emotional intensity, professionals are generally less likely to
use emotionally charged language, but when they do, there is
a clear preference for words that evoke stronger responses to
positive emotions. This approach appears to be strategic and
aimed at maintaining a professional tone so as not to detract
from the appeal of the properties; negative emotional expres-
sions could have a negative impact on potential buyers' per-
ceptions (Haag et al. 2000).

Our study also contributes to signaling theory by demonstrat-
ing that linguistic style functions as a market signal. While
traditional signals include pricing, branding, and third-party
endorsements, we show that stylistic elements also shape buyer
perceptions. Our findings indicate that professional-style ad-
vertisements signal higher product quality, while amateur-style
advertisements signal higher seller trustworthiness. This aligns
with research emphasizing that effective signals must be both
observable and interpretable (Connelly et al. 2011; Kirmani and
Rao 2000). However, writing style operates as a more subtle,
often unconscious, signal, influencing buyers even when they
do not consciously recognize its effects. Most prior research
has focused on the types of signals rather than who sends them
(Bafera and Kleinert 2023). We extend this by showing that the
signal sender—expert vs. non-expert—affects both product
quality perceptions and seller credibility.

While research has documented the effectiveness of different
signals (Bafera and Kleinert 2023; Connelly et al. 2011; Kirmani
and Rao 2000), the underlying process remains less explored. By
integrating signaling theory with expertise theory, we provide
a clearer understanding of how professional and amateur writ-
ing styles impact consumer decision-making. The finding that
professional-style messages enhance perceived quality while
amateur-style messages increase trust underscores the impor-
tance of dual signaling pathways (Connelly et al. 2011). This nu-
anced finding advances signaling theory by demonstrating that
various stylistic cues do not function in isolation; instead, they
can create competing mediating effects—specifically, trust ver-
sus perceived quality—on consumer behavior. Importantly, our
study does not analyze these mediating mechanisms separately;
rather, it explores their simultaneous effects within a single em-
pirical framework. By simultaneously testing these effects, we
demonstrate how stylistic signals can generate competing path-
ways, and how their relative strength ultimately shapes con-
sumer action. This contributes to signaling theory by providing
novel evidence that signals may interact, rather than function
independently, and that their effectiveness must be understood
in terms of their combined influence. In contrast to prior re-
search that highlighted quality as a mediator of willingness to
pay (Tsui 2012; Wells et al. 2011) or examined trust in isolation
(Garbarino and Johnson 1999), our findings enrich signaling
theory by showing that the relative dominance of quality signals
over trust signals explains why professional-style communica-
tion is more effective in C2C markets.

Finally, by confirming that quality signals dominate trust
signals in shaping consumer action, our study refines the
understanding of how buyers prioritize cues in high-stakes,
information-rich contexts such as real estate. This com-
plements prior findings that different signals gain salience
at different stages of the decision-making process (Moradi
et al. 2024). In early filtering stages, quality-based stylistic sig-
nals appear decisive, while trust-based cues may play a larger
role later in relational interactions. Thus, our research deep-
ens theoretical insights into when and why particular signals
are more effective.

8 | Practical Implications

Our study demonstrates the significant role of style in shaping
consumer decision-making. Expert sellers instinctively adopt
more effective linguistic patterns, leading to stronger engage-
ment than amateur sellers. This suggests that stylistic choices
are not minor details but key factors in influencing consumer be-
havior, reducing selling time, and enhancing market efficiency.

Our methodology also holds important implications for market-
ing and content optimization. Stylometry, a widely used tool in
forensic and literary analysis, has been underutilized in con-
sumer behavior studies. Our research highlights how stylometry
can be used to measure and refine stylistic effectiveness, allow-
ing businesses to create data-driven recommendations for im-
proving textual content. Additionally, author-style recognition
systems could help intermediary platforms categorize content,
validate quality, and provide tailored suggestions for enhancing
effectiveness.

Finally, advancing current research could assist intermediaries
in developing tools that bridge the stylistic gap between profes-
sionals and amateurs. Our research shows that stylistic signals
and emotional language are vital for lead generation. The find-
ings reveal that these elements significantly influence buyer
engagement and shape perceptions of trust and quality. This
underscores the potential to enhance content strategies for more
effective lead generation.

9 | Limitations and Future Research Directions

While our research provides valuable insights, certain limita-
tions should be acknowledged to clarify the scope of the results.
The validity of Phase 1 could be strengthened by applying our
methodology to other markets where both professional and am-
ateur sellers coexist, such as used cars or high-tech gadgets. We
analyzed real estate listings as a unified dataset without con-
sidering factors such as property price, neighborhood, or broker
experience levels. These elements may influence stylistic dif-
ferences and warrant further exploration. Similarly, we did not
differentiate between independent agents and those working for
larger firms, which could impact advertising strategies. Future
research should examine these distinctions to gain a more nu-
anced understanding of stylistic variation.

Our study relied on publicly available data, limiting the ability to
assess actual sales outcomes. Future studies could incorporate
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sales cycle data, user profiles, or transaction success rates to
enhance the managerial implications of our findings. A fur-
ther limitation of the dataset is that it is a US-based, English-
language corpus, which represents a contextual boundary, but
also opens a promising avenue for future research to examine
whether language-emotion associations hold across cultural
and multilingual contexts. Additionally, style in advertising
may influence multiple stages of the selling process, but our
study primarily focuses on the initial phase. We identified a
seemingly contradictory relationship: amateur-style advertise-
ments increased trust, while professional-style text signaled
higher quality and generated greater interest. Further research
should explore whether trust and quality signals can be bal-
anced, enabling sellers to optimize both rather than choosing
between them.

Since professional language style is systematically distinct, it is
reasonable to assume that these differences result from a learn-
ing process. Investigating how professionals develop and refine
their stylistic expertise could provide valuable insights into how
amateurs can improve their communication strategies over
time. Additionally, our study classified homeowner/broker writ-
ing differences as stylistic without assessing content-specific
priorities—for example, which property features each group
highlights most often. The n-gram approach used in our study
captures style but not content, which may limit generalizability
across industries.

Another limitation involves geographical and linguistic factors.
Our study analyzed US real estate listings in English, meaning
that results may not directly apply to markets with different busi-
ness models, economic conditions, or languages. Conducting
similar studies in other cultural and linguistic contexts could
expand the relevance of our findings.

Finally, our data collection in Phase 2 (Study 3) was conducted
online using Prolific, limiting participation to US homeowners.
Online surveys are subject to external distractions, response bi-
ases, and platform-specific limitations, which could affect data
quality. Additionally, our research focused solely on textual
content, while images, videos, and virtual reality elements are
increasingly important in modern digital marketing. Future
studies should explore the interaction between text and visuals
to provide a more comprehensive understanding of advertising
effectiveness.
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Appendix 1

Let a corpus C consist of k documents D;, such that Z}‘zl D; = C. Each document D is a sequence of words reduced to their dictionary form (lemma-
tization). We define an n-gram n, as a contiguous sequence of n words within C. The corpus is partitioned into I topics T;, where each T, is a subset of
documents from C and UIL:1 T,=C.

Z};l 1(n; eDj)

The probability of an n-gram occurring in the corpus is given by P(n;) = -

D, and 0 otherwise.

, where 1 is the indicator function, equal to 1 if n; is present in

Zj’ill) 1(n, €T))
k(D)
Ann-gram n;is considered to be a prevalent n-gram of topic T if for every other topic T, m # I the difference in probabilities Py, (n,) - Pr (n;) > 6 for

every m # | where 6 is a threshold to be determined empirically. See suggested algorithm for determining optimal value for 6 in Appendix 2.

The probability of n; within a specific topic T, is Py (n;) = , where k(1) is the number of documents in topic 7.

In our corpus, we identified 2,857,358 unique bigrams and following the steps of the algorithm detailed in Appendix 2 empirical value for the thresh-
old was set to be 0.00003. Using this value, we found 128,249 amateur prevalent bigrams and 186,334 professional prevalent bigrams.

1. Procedure FindOptimalThreshold(N, T, ¢)
0 opt «0

max_accuracy <0

For 6 in 0 to 1 step ¢:

For each topic Tl in T:

N prevalent « {ni€N | P_Tl(ni) > 0}
accuracy Tl < Classify(Tl, N prevalent)
If accuracy Tl>max accuracy
max_accuracy < accuracy T1

10. 6 opt « ©

11. Return 6 opt

Formal definition of topic prevalent n-grams and proposed algorithm for finding optimal threshold for classification accuracy. Source: Own
elaboration.

Appendix 2
Type Description Generation method
Part-of-speech tags Serves as a syntactic style marker, identifying 29 Generated using the pos_tag function of the
different types such as verbs, nouns, and adjectives NLTK tag package (Bird et al. 2009)
Sentiment Quantifies sentiment scores to measure the Uses NLTK's sentiment vader (Hutto and Gilbert
polarity (positive, negative, or neutral) and 2014) to summarize text and analyze variance
intensity (ranging from —1 to 1) of emotions in the in scores.
text
ngrams Acts as a lexical style marker, with bigrams (Custom Python code)
representing a contiguous sequence of two words
from the dataset and trigrams representing a
sequence of three words
Bag of words Another lexical style indicator, focusing on the (Custom Python code)
occurrence of the 1000 most frequent words
within the listings
Vocabulary richness Measures the number of unique words per listing, (Custom Python code)

indicating lexical diversity

Note: Linguistic features and generation method.
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