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Mismatch Magic: Exploring the Influence of Text-Visual Mismatch on 

Audience Engagement  

 
Abstract 

In this paper, we examine text-visual mismatch posts on social media, focusing on 

how the mismatch between text and visuals affects audience engagement in digital marketing. 

As brands increasingly use posts with mismatched text and visuals to capture their audience’s 

attention, it’s important to analyse the factors driving this trend and its impact on consumer 

response. Supported by congruence theory, we propose that the mismatched posts arouse 

different emotional responses, finally affecting audience engagement. Also, we incorporate 

the moderating effect of brand reputation, indicating that trustworthy brands can generate 

positive engagement using mismatched posts, while less well-known brands are at risk of 

negative influences due to credibility concerns caused by the mismatched posts. Furthermore, 

we are the first to introduce a classification framework of mismatches into subtle and overt 

based on the magnitude, with subtle mismatches encourage viewers to think deeply and spark 

curiosity to discover the deeper meaning of the post, while overt mismatches immediately 

grab attention and stimulate strong emotional reactions. Finally, our study improves the 

understanding of audience engagement of mismatched posts on social media and provides 

applicable insights and innovative guidance for marketers to leverage these strategies while 

inspiring social media content. 
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1. Introduction  

In recent years, the main form of social media content has shifted to photos and videos 

(Wang et al., 2022). To enhance communication, posts often combine text and visual 

elements to contextualize, clarify, and distribute messages (Anjomshoae, Omeiza, & Jiang, 

2021; Kujur & Singh, 2020). Often, text adds explanation and provides additional information 

for visuals. At the same time, visuals play a vital role in creating excitement, emphasizing 

context, and accelerating the audience's understanding of concepts. The connection between 

text and visuals allows marketers to successfully communicate messages with deep meaning 

and impactful visual presentation that improves brand performance, leaves an unforgettable 

impression on the audience and inspires the required engagement (Kujur & Singh, 2020). 

However, there's an interesting twist: some highly engaging posts feature visuals that appear 

unconnected to the accompanying text, generating mismatches between textual and visual 

elements in the same posts. 

In this article, we describe text-visual mismatch posts as the type of social media 

content that disconnects text and visuals, creating surprise or curiosity to capture the 

audience’s attention. Effective use of these posts can create a strong emotional response and 

inspire deeper engagement by combining unusual visuals with unexpected text. For instance, 

Red Bull humorously combines light-hearted visuals with vibrant text, while Danny pairs a 

photo of a generic pancake with the caption, "Live Laughter Love Turns into Pancakes." 

These mismatches can inspire fans to pause and explore the deeper meaning of the 

unexpected pairings. The curiosity and sense of accomplishment in identifying the underlying 

meaning of such posts also helps generate higher engagement. In this paper, we discover how 

these posts influence audience engagement, examine the role of brand reputation and 

emotions elicited. We categorize mismatches into subtle or overt types to allow for a more 

nuanced and precise understanding. We consider how different brands integrate these 

mismatches, weighing factors such as brand maturity, long-term value and audience 

preferences. We discover not only external factors such as brand reputation and customer 

emotions but also the mismatched posts themselves. 

While many studies have explored the positive results of the congruence theory and 

the negative effects of incongruence or inconsistency, research on the positive effects of 

inconsistency theory and application is very limited (Chu & Kim, 2014). Despite extensive 

research on content marketing strategies, visual appeal, and textual communication, there is a 

gap in academic research on the increasingly popular trend of using text-visual mismatched 



posts in promotional campaigns in a crowded social media feed. We find this to be an 

underexplored area, particularly in understanding the drivers of such posts from a consumer 

psychology perspective. Our study extends the existing literature by discovering the emotions 

initiated by mismatched posts, determining which types of emotions are most effective and 

ineffective in increasing engagement, and examining how brand reputation and customer 

preferences influence. Not all the mismatches work equally, which motives us to discover 

further and introduce a novel classification of mismatched posts (subtle & overt) for the first 

time. This classification not only enriches the existing literature, but also deepens our 

understanding of why the effectiveness of mismatched posts varies.  

Theoretically, our study fills a noteworthy gap by identifying the trending mismatched 

posts in social media, as this post type has previously received limited attention. Our research 

contributes to a deeper understanding of the key logic and potential applications of 

mismatched posts in social media marketing by focusing on consumer sentiment and brand 

reputation. Furthermore, we focus on the types of emotions evoked by mismatched posts, 

which provides valuable insights into the effectiveness of different emotions on customer 

engagement in social media marketing. Through pioneering efforts in classifying mismatched 

posts based on the magnitude, we meaningfully expand theoretical knowledge on mismatch 

post classification. Lastly, we also explain how different types of mismatched posts influence 

audience engagement under different settings, such as targeting audiences pursuing thoughtful 

depth or playful joy and concentrating on long-term value or short-term attention. 

Marketers can benefit from our findings by gaining insights into the strategic usage of 

mismatched posts in campaigns to drive effective audience engagement. Mismatched 

campaigns can achieve higher effectiveness, but they also carry the risk of damaging brand 

reputation. Using them appropriately within the correct context is essential. Our paper offers 

practical insights for marketers on striking the right balance when using mismatched posts. By 

understanding the emotional impact and different types of mismatches, marketers can craft 

more engaging social media content tailored to their brand’s identity, marketing objectives, 

and audience preferences. Furthermore, we offer practical guidance from a brand perspective 

on how to use mismatched posts to stand out in crowded social media and attract audience 

attention. This approach ultimately improves the brand's competitiveness in reaching and 

engaging target audiences on social media platforms. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Visual & text on social media marketing 



Visuals and text are important components of social media marketing and 

communication strategies (Ashley & Tuten, 2015; Maehle et al., 2022). Visuals (e.g. image or 

video) can quickly attract viewers’ attention, convey message, and arouse emotions. We often 

believe that “a picture is worth a thousand words” (Martin, 2020), and visuals tell a story 

more effectively than words alone (Ali Mohamed Nada, 2023). In a crowded feed, appealing 

visuals can increase engagement, while text can complement visuals to provide context and 

add information, improving overall impact and SEO (Ye et al., 2018). The combination of the 

two is essential to attract attention, inspire immediate response and convey brand message 

(Ashley & Tuten, 2015; Maehle et al., 2022; Batra & Keller, 2016). Brands often strive to 

produce consistent content across different social media to enhance messaging, smooth 

information processing, support customer decision making and drive engagement (Tafesse & 

Wien, 2018; Van Driel & Dumitrica, 2021). 

2.2 Match-up hypothesis and text-visual mismatch 

The match-up hypothesis, also known as congruency theory, states that when different 

elements of a message align well, it enhances the effectiveness of the message (Kamins, 1990; 

Kamins & Gupta, 1994). For example, when the celebrity’s appeal matches consumers’ 

expectations, brand evaluations tend to be more positive (Lin & Zhang, 2019). Similarly, the 

greater the consistency between the speaker man and the product features, the more 

favourable consumers' attitudes toward the product (Kamins & Gupta, 1994). Till and Busler 

(2000) also found that the match between physical attractiveness and expertise has a positive 

impact on brand attitudes and purchase intentions. It is well known, congruency theory 

recommends that text and visuals should be consistent, and consistency plays a fundamental 

role in delivering an impactful message (Till and Busler, 2000). Co-creating consistency 

between text and visuals encourages active engagement and maintains brand identity.  

While matching concentrations on consistency, mismatching focusses on variety, 

creativity, and unexpectedness (Lin & Zhang, 2019). Researchers previously indicated that 

social media posts pair irrelevant images with irrelevant hashtags, which may disrupt 

information processing and generate lower engagement (Astikainen et al., 2008; Ha et al., 

2020). Modern trends prove that consumers tolerate and even welcome inconsistent content 

on social media. Using mismatching effectively helps break traditional patterns, encourage 

innovative communication, spark curiosity and active engagement (Ha et al., 2020). It also 

allows brands to stand out, create a sense of uniqueness, and leave a lasting impression. Chu 

and Kim (2014) found that ads featuring non-stereotypical gender roles were seen as more 



creative and resulted in higher interest, sales, and attention. This approach captures greater 

attention, induces curiosity, and raises superior engagement, such as likes, shares, and 

comments (Chu and Kim, 2014). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Mismatched posts in social media are positively associated with higher 

levels of audience engagement compared to matched posts. 

2.3 Brand reputation and mismatch hypothesis 
Mismatch is a double-edged sword that can have different effects, both positive and 

negative. Brand reputation plays an important role. Brand reputation refers to consumers’ 

collective insights and opinions about a brand, including factors such as reliability, 

trustworthiness, and overall image (Veloutsou & Moutinho, 2009; Drossos, Coursaris & 

Kagiouli, 2023; De Chernatony, 1999). Positive brand reputation can increase audience 

engagement, sharing, and advocacy (Ning et al., 2022; Hollebeek & Macky, 2019). When a 

reliable brand shares mismatched content, audiences typically interpret the inconsistency as 

creativity rather than inconsistency (Chu and Kim, 2014). A weak or unknown brand may be 

criticized for mismatched posts, causing confusion and doubts about its reliability, thereby 

reducing engagement (Qian & Park, 2021). Brand reputation plays the role of a barrier or 

amplifier in the relationship between mismatched posts and audience engagement, affecting 

audience perception and response to content. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 2: Brand reputation moderates the impact of mismatched posts on 

audience engagement. Specifically, brands with stronger reputations will experience higher 

levels of engagement from mismatched posts compared to brands with weaker reputation.   

2.4 Type of emotions aroused and customer reaction  
Emotions have a significant impact on human behaviour (Elster, 2009). Emotions 

initiated by social media posts can encourage customer reactions, further engagement, and 

influence decisions (Dolan et al., 2019). In other words, content that triggers emotional 

responses tends to be more memorable because people are more likely to revisit it. Effectively 

leveraging emotions is very important to attract and retain audience attention in social media 

marketing. Brands should understand their audience’s emotional motivations to create content 

that resonates and fosters stronger relationships, drives customer engagement and brand 

loyalty (O'Shaughnessy & O'Shaughnessy, 2002; Weber, 2019; Wrigley & Straker, 2019). 

Different types of emotions can stimulate different responses from audiences, influencing 

their perceptions of the brand, engagement, and overall satisfaction. According to Ekman 



(1992), there are six basic emotions—sadness, fear, disgust, anger, surprise, and happiness—

that include both negative and positive emotional states. Content that evokes strong emotions 

such as happiness, humour, or hope encourages audiences to engage and share, deepening 

their connection with the brand and increasing interaction (Botha & Reyneke, 2013; Nikunen, 

2019). Conversely, content that evokes negative emotions such as anger or confusion may 

lead to reduced engagement, poor word-of-mouth, and brand avoidance (Nikunen, 2019; 

Giorgi, 2017). The emotional impact of content is critical because it influences audiences’ 

perceptions of a brand and their motivation to engage with its content (Botha & Reyneke, 

2013). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3: Emotions evoked by mismatched posts significantly impact audience 

engagement, with positive emotions leading to higher engagement, while negative emotions 

resulting in lower engagement. 

2.5 Magnitude of mismatch and customer engagement  

In this article, we point out that the degree of mismatch is the degree of inconsistency 

or inconsistency between different elements in a post, especially text and visuals. Subtle 

mismatch contains slight incongruities that spark curiosity without causing confusion. 

However, overt mismatch involves more obvious contradictions that create a striking contrast, 

attract attention, and cause strong reactions, such as surprise, amusement, or frustration. Overt 

contradiction within a post may increase engagement in certain cases and its effects are 

generally unpredictable. Therefore, brands should use overt contrasts carefully, as they can 

lead to confusion or frustration (Germelmann et al., 2020). Here are some examples of 

mismatches. "Relax with our soothing herbal teas" could be paired with an image of a busy 

city street. "Show your natural glow" could be paired with an image of muddy person at a 

festival. "Fuel your workout with our energy drinks!" could be paired with an image of a 

person relaxing in a rocking chair. Similarly, "Join our fitness challenge!" could be paired 

next to an image of someone enjoying a piece of chocolate cake. 

Striking the correct balance between innovation and consistency, brands can apply the 

power of total contrast to improve engagement with the target audience (Germelmann et al., 

2020). If a brand prioritizes sophistication and deep engagement, its content is meticulously 

crafted (Ares et al., 2014). Audiences may come to expect a clear structure, as they are less 

receptive to changes and more likely to push back (Talke & Heidenreich, 2014). Subtle 

mismatches usually align with a brand’s long-term values, capturing attention without 

overwhelming the audience. On the other hand, playful brands targeting younger, more 



dynamic audiences may use more overt mismatches to evoke feelings of novelty, freedom, 

and playfulness. This approach helps them stand out in a crowded feed, especially during 

short-term campaigns. Based on this, we propose the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 4: Subtle mismatched posts are more likely to prompt positive audience 

reactions, foster depth of thinking, and promote long-term value creation, whereas overt 

mismatched posts are more suited to generating short-term, attention-grabbing responses. 

3. Conclusion  

In this study, we examine posts containing text-visual mismatches in social media 

marketing and propose that different types of mismatches (subtle & overt) have distinct 

effects on audience engagement. We argue that consistency between text and visuals has 

traditionally been emphasized for effective communication, but using mismatches 

strategically can spark curiosity, humor, and emotional responses, ultimately increasing 

audience engagement. In this paper, we gain new insight on how to enhance audience 

engagement through content strategy by considering brand reputation, target customer and the 

types of emotions. In other words, we provide a more detailed framework of under what 

circumstances mismatched posts can generate more positive reactions and under what 

circumstances they generate negative engagement, not only from the perspective of brand 

reputation and customer sentiment, but also from the perspective of the mismatch itself. 

Our research makes important contributions to social media content and customer 

engagement in digital marketing. By classifying text-visual mismatch posts into subtle and 

overt types, it enhances the theoretical understanding and provides a valuable framework or 

guidance for brands to develop more effective social media strategies. Our research also 

highlights the importance of emotion in different audience engagement. This provides 

marketers with actionable insights to optimize their content and increase engagement. We 

investigate the impact of brand reputation on the effectiveness of incongruent posts and show 

that established brands can leverage incongruence to build connections without risking 

negative perceptions. Our study provides a foundation for future research on audience 

engagement in a different of contexts. We encourage brands to embrace innovation, build 

deeper connections, and increase overall engagement through incongruent content while 

attuning to the emotional responses of their target audiences. 

There are several limitations to our study. In this study, we define mismatched posts 

only from the perspective of visuals and texts, but some other elements in the posts can also 



be studied, such as audio or sound. Also, we mainly focus on the brand reputation, other 

factors such as cultural differences, market trends, and individual consumer preferences may 

also influence the effectiveness of mismatched posts but were not addressed in our study. We 

only categorized the mismatched posts into overt mismatches and subtle mismatches, but we 

believe that future research can conduct more specific classifications to propose more 

applicable marketing strategies or guidance. Finally, the dynamic nature of social media 

platforms causes trends and behaviours to change rapidly, which may affect the applicability 

of our study. Future research could use longitudinal studies to assess the long-term effects of 

mismatched posts on audience engagement. 
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