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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This study investigates the semantic nuances food producers and Received 13 /-\Ug_USt 2024
livestream sellers use in livestream shopping to instigate sustain- Accepted 15 April 2025

able food consumption. Guided by social conformity and self-con- KEYWORDS

strual theory, we suggest the community environment specific to Sustainability; livestream
livestream shopping over other shopping scenarios (e.g. in-store) shopping; sustainable food
enhances conformity among viewers. Thus, we theorize that consumption; semantic cues;
semantic cues focusing on “other” are more influential than those text analysis

focusing on “self’ when it comes to sustainable food consumption.

We analyzed 17,520 minutes of speech from livestream sellers sell-

ing food products to identify the top 20 keywords associated with

sustainable food consumption. Using econometric modeling on

416 products using these keywords, we determined that other-

oriented cues were more influential than self-orientation cues in

stimulating sales of sustainable foods. Further, we showed the

relationship between other-oriented cues and sales of sustainable

food is amplified when more sellers promote the product. We

provide both theoretical and managerial implications which are

discussed.

1. Introduction

The world is in a ‘global food crises’, underlined by hunger, malnutrition, overconsump-
tion, and unsustainable practices (United Nations, 2024). To help overcome these chal-
lenges, governments, businesses, and other key stakeholders (e.g. lobby groups, not-for-
profit organizations) are developing or implementing systems to reduce food inequalities,
achieve zero hunger and decrease food waste (United Nations, 2024). For example,
governments are creating initiatives such as the European Union’s Farm-to-Fork strategy
or China’s Farmland Protection Subsidy, valued at 120.49 billion yuan to support green
agricultural practices (Ammann et al., 2023). Further aiding the movement to sustainable
food production are increased consumer interest, knowledge, demand and purchasing of
sustainable food (S. Li & Kallas, 2021; McKinsey, 2023a). Defined, sustainable food con-
sumption is the practice of selecting foods that reduces ecological impact (e.g. minimizing
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the ecological footprint and promoting ethical treatment of animals), ensures fair labor
practices and supports local economies (Genova & Allegretti, 2024).

According to the World Economic Forum (2023), 65% of consumers want to make
correct spending decisions concerning sustainable food. Further, a recent study by
McKinsey (2023a) showed consumer packaged goods that make ESG (environmental,
social and governance) claims, experienced a 1.7 percentage point advantage over
products not making these claims, thus emphasizing the environmental responsibility
and business case benefits of this approach.

Given such benefits, businesses are increasingly adopting key marketing strategies
to encourage consumer uptake of sustainable food options. For example, marketers
are calling on segmentation (Lacroix & Gifford, 2019), informational message content
(Voinea et al., 2020), and social marketing (Kim et al, 2023) strategies. Yet, under-
standing the role marketing plays in stimulating sustainable food consumption is
limited, thus presenting pertinent research gaps (N. Nguyen et al., 2024). Specifically,
most research in this space has examined consumer-related factors influencing sus-
tainable food consumption such as environmental concern (Welch et al., 2021, health
benefits (Rizzo et al., 2020), human rights considerations (Vargas et al., 2021), culture
(Gohary et al,, 2025) and taste and quality preferences (Ford et al., 2023) with little
attention paid to marketing-related factors. Within this limited scope of work, research
on marketing influences related to sustainable food consumption generally includes
broader-level strategies such as pricing, branding, and retailing components (e.g.
product placement, promotions) (Genova & Allegretti, 2024; Reisch et al., 2013;
Nascimento & Loureiro, 2024). However, often overlooked are marketing communica-
tion-related factors such as tactics used to stimulate or drive psychological motives.
Explicitly, within extant studies, there is a dearth of research addressing nuanced
approaches to marketing communication mechanisms such as semantic cues to aid
sustainable food consumption and how digital tools can enable this (N. Nguyen et al.,
2024). To improve the overall success of sustainable food consumption, producers and
sellers must ensure a deliberate linguistical approach to their marketing communica-
tions, given the importance of words in shaping consumers reactions (Lagomarsino &
Lemarié, 2021).

To help address these research gaps related to marketing communication mechanisms
and the use of digital tools to improve the uptake of sustainable food consumption, this
study examines marketing communication tactics sustainable food producers and sellers
use in livestream shopping.

Livestream shopping has experienced exponential growth into a $512 billion market
(CNBC, 2023), with further growth projected at a compound annual growth rate of 21.2%
from 2024 to 2030 (Grand View Research, 2023). For sustainable food brands, livestream
shopping offers food producers and livestream sellers a popular communication and
distribution mechanism to reach viewers and encourage purchase of their sustainable
food offerings (Lee & Wan, 2023; Wu & Yang, 2021). Specifically, during livestream
shopping sessions sellers highlight products via detailed product information and
demonstrations to showcase seasonal, local, and eco-friendly attributes of sustainable
foods to viewers (M. Wang & Fan, 2021). Approximately 7.4% of livestream sellers
specialize in food products, making it the second most popular category after apparel
and fashion (McKinsey, 2021) and in certain markets such as China and Europe, consumers
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commonly use livestream shopping to purchase grocery items (McKinsey, 2023b) Further,
54% of livestream shopping viewers purchased groceries through livestreaming shop-
ping, making it the top category for most purchased products (McKinsey, 2023b), thus
demonstrating its significant potential in selling sustainable food products.

Prior work exploring sustainable food consumption commonly draws on the role of
self- and other- orientations as drivers to consumer behavior (e.g. T. Nguyen et al., 2019;
Yadav, 2016). Grounded in self-construal theory, here, self-orientation (e.g. egoistic values
or health concerns) reflects self-interested benefits associated with particular actions,
whereas other-orientation (e.g. altruistic values, biospheric values and/or environment
concern) is concern for the welfare of others (Meglino & Korsgaard, 2006).

While self-oriented and other-oriented drivers can co-exist, research has generally
exhibited when it comes to sustainable food consumption, self-oriented drivers are
stronger (T. Nguyen et al,, 2019; Yadav, 2016), or other-oriented drivers have no impact
(Smith & Paladino, 2010; Yadav & Pathak, 2016).

Despite research highlighting the existence and effect of both self-oriented and other-
oriented drivers of sustainable food consumption, understanding the nuanced conditions
around these connections is limited. Explicitly, existing research fails to consider how
specific marketing communication mechanisms, including semantic cues might draw out
self- versus other- orientations. Understanding these nuances is important given the
impact of linguistics in shaping individual’s perceptions and the role they play in activat-
ing consumption-related behaviors (Lagomarsino & Lemarié, 2021; Su et al., 2024). Thus,
in the sustainable food context, producers and sellers should appropriately identify
specific words that enhance consumer responsiveness to marketing messages to improve
the uptake of sustainable food options, especially in retail environments where brand
competition is high, such as livestream shopping (S. Wang & Wang, 2023). Further, there is
paucity in knowledge regarding the role shopping context plays in shaping other-
orientation over self-orientation given context significantly influences activation of the
collective over the individual (Gardner et al., 1999). We argue livestream shopping is
a retail environment where other-orientation is more pronounced. Specifically, we sug-
gest the community value livestream shopping instils (Zhang et al., 2023), shapes con-
sumer behavior differently compared to alternative sustainable food shopping contexts
(e.g. shopping at the grocery store, traditional e-commerce). More precisely, in livestream
shopping, sellers use various community-building tools (e.g. online chatting, engagement
and interaction with sellers, and gamification) to aid stronger relational bonds between
viewer and seller and viewer and viewer (Ni & Ueichi, 2024; Zhai & Chen, 2023). Here, both
sellers and viewers in the community can share their interests with one another, thereby
exerting influence on others (Park & Feinberg, 2010). Through this, viewers likely shape
their consumption to align more with community members (Park & Feinberg, 2010), and
thus, tend to be more other-oriented than self-oriented when livestream shopping. Social
conformity theory (Asch, 1955), where social pressure causes an individual to adapt their
behavior to be the same as group members and self-construal theory (Singelis, 1994),
where individuals show flexibility and dynamism in their construal of self (individual
versus collective) provide support for this.

To investigate our theorization, we analyzed the semantic cues used in product
descriptions (as shown in Figure 1) of the top-selling sustainable food products on
livestream shopping. Product descriptions are particularly important in an
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Figure 1. Demonstration of livestream shopping session.

e-commerce environment given viewers cannot directly view, touch, or physically
experience products, and therefore, rely on different semantic cues in product
descriptions to aid their decision-making (Hsee et al., 2009). Further, exclusive to
livestream shopping, product descriptions accompany live show processes (e.g.
demonstrations, images, body language, tone, facial expressions) that instill
a more holistic understanding of product offerings for viewers, while used as an
additional tool to stimulate discussions between viewers and sellers (Meng et al.,
2021; Xu et al,, 2023). Consequently, product descriptions enable livestream sellers
to call on different semantic cues to reach viewers, while viewers use such cues to
aid their decision-making, thus highlighting their importance to the livestream
shopping environment.

Findings from our analyses show semantic cues shaped around other-
orientations are more effective in driving sales than semantic cues that focus on
self-orientation.

Consequently, our research makes three critical contributions to the sustainable
food consumption and livestream shopping marketing literature. First, we counter
the majority of research that finds self-orientation a stronger driver of sustainable
food consumption than other-orientation (e.g. Yadav & Pathak, 2016). Specifically,
in-line with self-construal theory, where individuals demonstrate flexibility when it
comes to self-interest (versus other), we show livestream shopping provides
a context where the ‘other’ is elevated above ‘self’. Second, we show the nuanced
semantic cues food producers and livestream sellers use to stimulate such psycho-
logical shifts to increase sales of sustainable food options. Third, we find the
number of livestream sellers moderates this effect, further enhancing understand-
ing of sustainable food consumption in livestream shopping.

Our paper is organized as follows. First, we provide a theoretical background to
generate our hypotheses. Next, we discuss our methodology and results. Following this,
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we present our discussion, including theoretical and practical implications. Finally, we
conclude with research limitations and future research suggestions.

2. Theoretical background and hypotheses
2.1. Promoting sustainable food in livestream shopping and conformity

As a disruptor to traditional e-commerce and brick-and-mortar shopping, livestream
shopping is reforming the retail industry (Gu et al., 2024; Ki et al., 2024). Specifically,
livestream shopping is at the nexus of live video streaming, online shopping and influ-
encer marketing, all enabling a more connective and involved shopping experience (Gu
et al., 2024). During livestream shopping sessions, viewers can obtain information and
evaluate products in real-time (Ki et al., 2024) by asking sellers questions, through receipt
of product descriptions and demonstrations, and interacting and engaging with one
another, thus, generating a sense of community (Zhang et al., 2023).

Participatory community creation is a key feature of livestream shopping that separates
it from other shopping experiences. That is, traditional and e-commerce shopping are
more transactional, whereas, the social networking of livestreaming enables many-to-
many communication, where each viewer has potential to be heard (Tian & Li, 2023).
Through this, viewers draw on community members to aid their purchase decisions
(Zhang et al.,, 2023). Consequently, producers and livestream sellers actively leverage
the social elements of livestream shopping to formulate a community experience. For
example, sellers use tactics such as real-time polls, Q&A sessions, games, microphone
access, encouraging viewer photo, video and story sharing, and allowing viewers to
suggest topics (Ni & Ueichi, 2024).

We argue that engendering community where common interests, views and goals are
shared, increases the probability of conformity among viewers, as members exert influ-
ence over one another (Park & Feinberg, 2010). Here, conformity can be defined as
‘compliance with group norms, susceptibility to group influence, and behavioral changes
in consumption behavior due to a reference group’ (Park & Feinberg, 2010, pp. 197-198).
This view is supported in previous green literature (e.g. D. Li et al., 2020; Ruan et al., 2022),
showing conformity as a principal influence on green purchasing behavior resulting from
the social power the sustainability movement generates (Ruan et al., 2022).

Further supporting this is the flexibility and dynamic nature of self-construal
where one may situationally alternate between ‘self’ versus ‘other’ (White &
Simpson, 2013). Self-orientation is defined as the ‘psychological processes and
behaviors that support and promote one’s own person’ and is associated with
the pursuit of individual goals and self-esteem (Gobel & Miyamoto, 2024, p. 57). In
other words, self-orientation refers to self-interested benefits associated with parti-
cular actions and commonly manifests via egoistic values or health concerns in
sustainable food consumption (Yadav & Pathak, 2016). Conversely, other-orientation
is defined as the ‘psychological processes and behaviors that support and promote
others, the relationships with others, and the group ...’ (Gobel & Miyamoto, 2024,
p. 57) and in the sustainable food context is often explored via altruistic values,
biospheric values and/or environmental concern (Smith & Paladino, 2010).
Accordingly, self-construal theory suggests that individuals can oscillate between
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stronger self-orientation and other-orientation depending on the context (Singelis,
1994). When self-orientation is activated, individuals focus on personal goals and
standards, whereas, when other-orientation is actuated, people focus on the goals
of the group and principles held by others over personal goals (Gardner et al.,
1999; White & Simpson, 2013). Given the community environment associated with
livestream shopping where bonds are formed among viewers and between viewers
and sellers, we argue that livestream shopping provides a context that elevates the
‘other’ above ‘self’.

Here, we believe livestream shopping viewers will be significantly influenced by others
when it comes to purchasing sustainable food options (Lazaric et al.,, 2020; Soneji et al.,
2015). Hence, when livestream sellers use other-orientated semantic cues (e.g. words high-
lighting environmental concern) to promote sustainable food options to viewers, these are
likely more effective than using self-oriented semantic cues (e.g. words emphasizing health
benefits) in stimulating purchase of these food options. Therefore, we hypothesize:

H1: There is a positive association between the use of other-oriented semantic cues in
livestream shopping and stimulating sustainable food purchases, compared to the use of
self-oriented semantic cues.

2.2. Moderating effect of number of sellers

Brands actively promote products to ‘community members’ through livestream shopping
platforms (Ki et al., 2024). Due to limited marketing budgets, collaborating with a larger
number of less popular livestream sellers allows brands to reach a broader audience (Lv
et al., 2023). Prior research has found that employing a larger group of sellers outperforms
using only a few big sellers (Gu et al., 2024). This is because when more livestream sellers
promote a product, this accelerates the promotion effect to enhance brand familiarity
among larger audiences, thus resulting in greater likelihood of conformity given the larger
number of viewers exposed to these products (Lv et al., 2023).

Further, in a social media influencer context, Himelboim and Golan (2023) show that
when vegan brands hire groups of influencers to promote similar products, this bridges
social media influencer clusters with each other’s followers, therefore, generating
a stronger sense of community among these followers.

As the number of livestream sellers promoting a product increases, so does potential
viewership and community development, therefore, inducing a conformity tendency
(Park & Feinberg, 2010). Previous research concerning sustainable products has shown
the environmental concerns of relevant others can lead consumers to purchase green
products (Ruan et al., 2022). Therefore, when a sustainable food product description calls
on other-oriented semantic cues and more livestream sellers are promoting this product,
this should improve sales as exposure to these messages among a greater viewership
occurs (Himelboim & Golan, 2023). As such, we hypothesize that:

H2: The association between other-oriented semantic cues and sales will be strength-
ened as the number of sellers promoting sustainable food products increases.
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3. Methodology and data

To address the research gaps highlighted previously, the primary aim of this study is to
investigate whether other-oriented versus self-oriented semantic cues are more influen-
tial on sustainable food consumption in livestream shopping. To achieve this, we con-
ducted two study phases. Phase 1 involved text analysis to analyze the authentic semantic
cues sustainable food producers and livestream sellers use to promote their product
offerings. This enabled a more accurate operationalization of different semantic cues
(other-oriented or self-oriented) used in product descriptions, thus facilitating
a nuanced understanding of marketing drivers in this space. Phase 2 applied an econo-
metric model to examine the association between the different cues identified in Phase 1
and sales of sustainable food (capturing both units and volume sales) in livestream
shopping sessions and the moderating role of increased number of sellers. Here, data
were collected by monitoring real livestream shopping sessions and observing actual
consumer transactions, thus providing genuine insight into the role semantic cues play in
shaping sustainable food consumption. Therefore, we were able to capture true consumer
behavior above that of intention.

Specifically, we collected data from Douyin (also known as TikTok in China). Douyin was
selected due to its significant livestream shopping feature, which positions it among the
top three livestream shopping platforms in China, achieving the highest gross merchan-
dise value of $77 billion (Wu & Yang, 2021). First, we obtained a dataset that included a list
of existing sustainable food products over one-month (6 May-6 June 2024), along with
their detailed product descriptions, sales units, and sales volumes from Douyin’s live-
stream shopping sessions. This data was sourced from Huitun, a professional data
analytics and monitoring platform specifically designed for Douyin, which is widely
recognized in academic research for its high degree of accuracy (Zheng et al., 2022).
Additionally, we collected 17,520 minutes of video data directly from the livestream
platform and its associated livestream sessions, which were subsequently transcribed
into textual format. Following this, we conducted a text analysis that integrated insights
from both the product descriptions and livestream transcripts and ultimately categorized
product descriptions into self-oriented and other-oriented semantic cues. Further detail of
each phase is provided below.

3.1. Phase 1: text analysis

In Phase 1, we adopted the text analysis approach outlined by Berger et al. (2020) which
comprises four key steps: (1) data preprocessing, (2) text analysis, (3) converting the text
into quantifiable measures, and (4) validating the extracted text and measures.

Following the acquisition of data via Douyin, the other components of the data
preprocessing stage involved cleaning the data (via removal of nonmeaningful text)
and removing stop words such as ‘a’ and ‘the’. To do this, a comprehensive list of
Chinese stop words was obtained from Harbin Institute of Technology. Following this,
text tokenization occurred through Jeiba which enabled us to effectively segment sen-
tences into tokens (i.e. words or small sentences), thereby enabling a specific group of
words for analysis.



8 (& C.S.YIUETAL

After data preprocessing, the second step as outlined by Berger et al. (2020) is text
analysis. Here, we used entity extraction, which identifies the meaning of individual words
or the co-occurrence of words. To effectively conduct entity extraction, Berger et al. (2020)
suggests using dictionaries, or predefined word lists, to classify entities into specific
categories. For our study, to accurately define and analyze sustainable food consumption,
we developed a custom dictionary tailored to the unique characteristics of text data in this
field via key institutional documents (i.e. China Green Food Development Centre, 2022; UK
Sustainable Development Commission, 2005). These documents provided authoritative
definitions and criteria for sustainable food. To ensure the accuracy of the dictionary, each
author independently identified keywords, followed by a matching and reconciliation
process for consistency and accuracy in the final list of terms.

The third step involved converting the text into quantifiable measures. Count measures
have been widely used to quantify textual data, providing valuable insights by assessing the
frequency of specific entities, their co-occurrences, and their relationships (Berger & Milkman,
2012). These metrics allowed us to evaluate the prevalence and accuracy of the custom
dictionary developed for this study. Ensuring alignment between the custom dictionary and
actual consumption scenarios observed in livestream shopping sessions was essential to
maintaining the validity of our analysis. Using the Jieba Python library, we calculated the
frequency of entities associated with sustainable food from the livestream transcripts.
Furthermore, we identified 416 food products containing these keywords in their product
descriptions, as promoted during livestream sessions on Douyin. Figure 2 presents the
frequency of the top 20 words related to sustainable food in the livestream transcripts.

Finally, the last step involved assessing the validity of the extracted text and measures. In
our study, we emphasized the concurrent validation of variable operationalization through an
open coding process, comparing our variables with the drivers of sustainable consumption

Frequency of Top 20 Words in Corpus of Livestream Video Transcript

Local

Clean

No Additives

Natural

Organic

Green

Native

No Preservatives
Traditional

Nature

Raw Materials

No colorants
Handmade

Authentic
Agricultural Product
No MSG

Specialty Product
Ecological
Countryside
Intangible culture heritage

Yords

0 250 500 750 1000 1250 1500 1750
Frequency

Figure 2. Top 20 keywords associated with sustainable food consumption in livestream video
transcript. The translation of Chinese tokens into English results in multiple words. Consequently,
the top 20 words may have multiple terms representing the same meaning.
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identified in prior literature (e.g. Gohary et al., 2023). This was combined with high-frequency
vocabulary results obtained from the text analysis to further classify sustainable food product
descriptions and identify the characteristics of self-oriented and other-oriented cues, thereby
operationalizing the independent variables. The open coding process involved three key
steps: labeling, conceptualization, and categorization. The process began with the analysis
and refinement of all collected keywords, during which each keyword was assigned an
interpretative label. These labeled keywords were then integrated into specific sub-topics
through a systematic process of thematic interpretation. Six prominent sub-topics emerged,
focusing primarily on two overarching areas: self-orientation (including attributes such as
healthiness, chemical-free characteristics, and natural ingredients) and other-orientation
(encompassing aspects such as sustainable production, agricultural practices, and environ-
mental impact). Connections between these core categories and sub-topics were system-
atically developed to facilitate a meaningful interpretation of the data. Subsequently, sub-
topics with similar meanings were aggregated into main topics to create a cohesive categor-
ization framework. The purpose of the open coding process was to ensure internal validity by
defining core concepts, establishing categories, and confirming that the constructs were
accurately operationalized in the text (Luo et al,, 2021). To achieve external validity, demon-
strating the applicability of our textual insights beyond the research framework, we linked the
words identified and categorized in Table 1 as text-based constructs to key performance
measures, such as sales as recommended by Berger et al. (2020). This process effectively
validated and operationalized the independent variables, which were then applied to the
sustainable food products in the dataset previously exported from Huitun, enabling empirical
analysis.

3.2. Phase 2: econometric modelling

After processing livestream videos and completing the text analysis to identify the
relevant semantic cues for 416 sustainable food products in Phase 1, we augmented

Table 1. Summary of words related to sustainable consumption.

Main Topic Sub-topics Interpretation Defining words
Self-oriented cues Healthiness Highlighting healthy and “organic”, “pure”, “authentic” “raw materials”,
nutritious food quality “free-range”
Chemical free  Emphasizing safe food “no additives”, “no preservatives”, “no
ingredients colorants”, “no MSG”
Natural Demonstrating natural “natural”, “clean”
ingredients characteristics.
Other-oriented Sustainable Emphasizing local and traditional “local”, “local specialty”, “homemade”
cues production farming practices “ancient method”, “specialty product”,

"o

“handmade”, “purely handmade”, “old-
fashioned”, “traditional craftsmanship”

Support rural economies and “green”, “green food” “intangible cultural
cultural diversity heritage”, “cultural heritage”
Agriculture Accelerate the development of ~ “farmhouse”, “agricultural science institute”,
practice ecological environments and “farm”, “countryside”, “farmstead”
local specialty products
Support viable livelihoods for “farmer”, “agricultural product”, “agricultural
farmers goods”
Environmental Respect environmental limits, “ecological”, “native”

impact reducing energy consumption
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the dataset with product prices, average monthly sales, number of sellers, and the
number of livestream sessions promoting sustainable food products from Douyin. Our
aim was to investigate the effect of using different semantic cues on the sales of sustain-
able food products in livestream shopping. Thus, our regression model included
a dichotomous variable for semantic cues as an independent variable, distinguishing
between other-oriented cues and self-oriented cues. The dependent variable was the
monthly average sales of the relevant sustainable food product. The measures for all the
variables included in the models are provided in Table 2. We specify the following
regression model (Generalized Least Squares):

yp = a + B(use of different semantic cuesp) + y(number of livestream sessionsp)
+ n(number of sellersp) + O(use of different semantic cuesp * number of sellersp)
+ &(pricep) + V(commision rate) + €p

Where yp is the dependent variable of interest — the average sales of sustainable food
products P in 30days. B captures the effect of using other-oriented semantic cues
compared with self-oriented semantic cues in promoting sustainable food products.
Semantic cues were created as a binary variable (1 if the product was promoted using
other-oriented cues and 0 if using self-oriented cues). y captures the effect of the number
of livestream sessions in which the sustainable food product was sold. n captures the
effect of the number of sellers that promoted sustainable food products. 6 captures the
moderation effect of the number of sellers on the association between using other-
oriented and self-oriented cues and product sales. We also controlled for the effects of
product price (captured using the parameter §) and commission rate (captured using the
parameter V).

Table 2. Variable measurements.

Variables Measures
Other oriented semantic cues 1- Other-oriented semantic cues (e.g. local, homemade etc...)

0- Self- oriented semantic cues (e.g. no additives, no preservatives)
Product Price The selling price of the product in the livestream sessions
Commission rate Commission rate paid to the livestream seller
Livestream sessions Number of livestream sessions that the products have been sold in
Number of sellers Number of sellers that have promoted the products
Average 30-day livestream sales ($) Average 30 days sales volume in dollar
Average 30-day livestream sales (Unit) Average 30 days total units sold

3.3. Analysis and findings

Table 3 shows the results of empirical analysis. Since we obtained both average
monthly sales in monetary terms and unit sales, we performed the model separately
for each for consistency robustness. We found using other-oriented semantic cues had
a stronger effect (3 =0.311; p <.0001) than self-oriented semantic cues on sustainable
food product sales. This was consistent when estimating the model in sales units (§ =
0.074; p <.0001). This finding supports our argument that in certain contexts (i.e.
livestream shopping), consumers are more likely to purchase sustainable food
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Table 3. Empirical findings.

Average 30-day livestream sales  Average 30-day livestream sales

Predictors %) (Unit)
Other-oriented semantic cues 0.311***(6 e 0.074**%(3 e73)
Product price 0.004***(0 e ') 0.015***(0 e ')
Commission rate —1.053**(2 ¢73) —0.583x(1 €72)
Number of livestream sessions 0.000***(0 €719 0.000%**(0 e~ 19
Number of sellers —0.000%**(0 e™'°) —-0.001***(0 ')
Other-oriented semantic cues x Number of 0.001***(0 e7'9) 0.000%**(0 e~'%)
sellers

Significance level: ***p<0.0001, **p<0.001, *p<0.01 (all two-tailed). Standard errors are in parenthesis.

products when the products are promoted using other-oriented semantic cues com-
pared to self-oriented semantic cues, likely driven by the community environment and
subsequent conformity created through livestream shopping (Lazaric et al., 2020; Park
& Feinberg, 2010; Zhang et al., 2023). This aligns with self-construal and social con-
formity theories, which suggest viewers in livestream shopping settings prioritize the
sense of ‘others’ over ‘self’, shaping their consumption behaviors to align with other
community members (Park & Feinberg, 2010). Furthermore, as a larger number of
consumers can enhance the sense of community surrounding a product or idea
(Marion, 2010), broadening the viewership in a livestream shopping setting helps
build a community and strengthens conformity, thereby furthering other-oriented
over self-oriented behaviors. Our findings challenge previous literature that suggests
sustainable food consumption is primarily driven by self-oriented motives (e.g. Yadav,
2016). In contrast, our results indicate that, in the livestream shopping context, other-
oriented motivations are activated via associated semantic cues, leading to behaviors
aligned with conformity, which, in turn, influences sustainable consumption behavior.
Therefore, this confirms previous research by D. Li et al. (2020) and Ruan et al. (2022)
showing that conformity is a driving factor in green purchasing behavior.

Further, moderation effect findings reveal the impact of other-oriented semantic cues
on sales is amplified when more sellers promote sustainable food products (f =0.001; p
<.0001). This aligns with previous literature, which suggests that when a larger number of
livestream sellers promote sustainable products, exposure to these messages among
a wider audience is likely to drive sales (Himelboim & Golan, 2023). This is consistent
with findings from other product categories in livestreaming, where a higher number of
sellers outperforms relying on a few prominent ones (Gu et al., 2024). A greater number of
livestream sellers accelerates product promotion, enhances brand familiarity among
larger audiences, and increases the likelihood of conformity due to the increased expo-
sure of viewers to the product (Lv et al., 2023).

Additionally, incorporating product price as a control variable, as shown in
Table 3, we also found a significantly positive effect of price on livestream sales
units (3=0.015; p<.0001) and volume sales (3 =0.004; p<.0001) for sustainable
food products. This aligns with previous literature highlighting consumers’ will-
ingness to pay a premium price for local and organic food (e.g. de Magistris &
Gracia, 2016). Therefore, it is reasonable to observe the positive influence of
product prices on sustainable food in livestream shopping, similar to other retail
environments (Rodiger et al.,, 2016). We also checked the Variance Inflation Factor
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(VIF) to assess multicollinearity among the predictor variables, confirming that
multicollinearity was not a concern.

4. Discussion

Lagomarsino and Lemarié (2021, p. 228) highlight ‘what companies say and how
they say it is not just a secondary detail but can have significant effects on
consumers’ reactions’. In this study, we suggest semantic cues, in terms of specific
words used to promote sustainable food products aids livestream sellers to
improve purchasing outcomes. Critically, previous studies examining sustainable
food consumption have proposed either or both other- and/or self-orientation as
important drivers of behavior (T. Nguyen et al., 2019; Yadav, 2016), with self-
oriented motives highlighted as having greater influence (Yadav, 2016). However,
motives are contextual and alter according to the environment (Mishra et al.,
2024). Here, we believe the livestream shopping environment differs to traditional
brick and mortar and e-commerce shopping options by leveraging community
(Zhang et al., 2023), and consequentially, inducing conformity (Park & Feinberg,
2010). For brands providing sustainable food options, understanding these con-
textual factors and communicating their product offerings appropriately is vital.

Our first finding, shown in Table 3, indicates that semantic cues addressing
sustainable production, agricultural practices and environmental impact are more
effective in stimulating purchase in livestream viewers than self-oriented semantic
cues. Consequently, to enhance the effectiveness of their communications, food
producers and livestream sellers should prioritize semantic cues that appeal to
other-oriented motivations rather than self-oriented, to stimulate purchase beha-
vior for sustainable food offerings. This aligns with previous research, which shows
that in certain contexts such as livestream shopping, consumers are significantly
influenced by the actions and opinions of others when purchasing sustainable food
options (Lazaric et al., 2020; Soneji et al.,, 2015). This influence stems from the
social dynamics within the livestream shopping community environment, which
shapes consumer behavior (Park & Feinberg, 2010; Zhang et al., 2023).

Our second finding shows the relationship between other-oriented semantic cues and
sales are improved when there are a greater number of sellers promoting sustainable food
product options. According to the previous literature, this enhanced effect can be
attributed to increased viewership associated with a higher number of sellers
(Himelboim & Golan, 2023), which broadens the reach while intensifying community
development, thus, making consumers more receptive to promotional messages and
likely to engage with the product (Chen & Liao, 2022).

Finally, we have shown that price plays a crucial role in driving sales of sustainable food
in livestream shopping. This supports prior research that consumers are willing to pay
a premium for organic products (e.g. de Magistris & Gracia, 2016). Further, the positive
relationship between price and sales of sustainable food aligns with broader retail trends
(Rodiger et al., 2016), reinforcing the idea that perceived value continues to shape
consumer demand for sustainable products across different shopping formats.
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4.1. Theoretical implications

Our study makes three significant contributions to the marketing literature on sustainable
food consumption (Greenland et al.,, 2023) and livestream shopping (Ki et al., 2024).
Specifically, our research advances understanding concerning the role of social confor-
mity theory (Asch, 1955) and self-construal theory (Singelis, 1994) by showing that viewer
other-oriented motives are more influential than self-oriented motives when purchasing
sustainable foods in livestream shopping. Our study also shows the effectiveness of
message framing and semantic cues (Gardner et al., 1999) used to promote sustainable
food consumption on livestream platforms. Finally, we extend existing work (e.g.
Himelboim & Golan, 2023) by reinforcing the power of influence when more sellers
promote a product. We discuss in detail below.

First, we examine sustainable food consumption in a livestream shopping environment,
which as highlighted, has altered shopping behavior. That is, livestreaming offers a selling format
that advocates and stimulates community (Zhang et al., 2023), thus creating an environment
where conformity is more likely to occur. Self-construal theory provides a rationale for this as
individuals will adapt to group norms when the collective is activated (White & Simpson, 2013),
thus putting the ‘other’ above ‘self. However, existing literature examining sustainable food
consumption has rarely considered consumer behavior in such shopping environments, despite
its significant influence on consumption (White & Simpson, 2013). Consequentially, we build on
literature examining sustainable food consumption by incorporating a shopping scenario where
consumer behavior has substantially shifted. Addressing this gap in knowledge is particularly
pertinent as increasingly, consumers in various regions (e.g. China and Europe) use livestream
shopping to buy food (McKinsey, 2023b).

Second, this study showed nuanced linguistical influences on consumer behavior
when it comes to sustainable food consumption by analyzing how semantic cues stimu-
late sales in a livestream shopping environment. More precisely, we highlight the impor-
tance of using specific words associated with other-orientation as a mechanism to
generate improved sales compared to self-oriented words. This provides new insights
into the sustainable food consumption literature, which has often found self-orientation
to be a greater driver of sustainable food consumption (e.g. Yadav & Pathak, 2016).

Finally, we extend on the limited sustainable food consumption and livestream shop-
ping marketing literature by examining the moderating effect of the number of sellers
which signifies product supply and demand (Himelboim & Golan, 2023). Here, product
popularity is reflected as more livestream sellers move to push sustainable food options to
wider audiences. Our findings show as the number of sellers promoting sustainable food
products via semantic cues that trigger the ‘other’ increases, so do sales of such products.
Therefore, we build on the work by Himelboim and Golan (2023) and Gu et al. (2024) by
demonstrating the more livestream sellers that promote a product, sales of such products
improve as exposure to these messages among a greater viewership occurs.

4.2. Practical implications

Our study offers actionable insights for marketers, particularly in the domain of sustain-
able food promotions. At a strategic level, we highlight the critical role of contextual
differences in the shopping environment, underscoring the need for marketers to tailor
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their promotional tactics accordingly. A nuanced understanding of consumer reactions is
essential to optimizing marketing strategies for sustainable product offerings, and our
findings provide clear guidance on how to achieve this.

First, we emphasize the importance of leveraging specific semantic cues that resonate
with consumers in a livestream shopping context. Hence, we advocate food brands and
livestream sellers use words associated with other-orientations (e.g. local, green food,
farmhouse) when communicating to audiences about sustainable food products. By using
incorrect semantic cues, such as self-oriented ones (e.g. health, quality, and safety of the
food), livestream sellers may minimize their sales potential for sustainable food on live-
stream shopping platforms.

Second, we advocate that in livestream shopping, sellers continue to foster a sense of
community when selling sustainable food products to ensure a greater likelihood of
mimetic behavior among audiences (Lazaric et al., 2020). Research (e.g. Ma, 2021) has
shown that while livestream sellers leverage tactics to induce community, occasionally,
they oscillate between this and competition among audiences. Competition-driven strate-
gies risk disrupting social conformity by shifting focus from collective values to individual
gains, which may undermine the appeal of sustainability. For food producers and livestream
sellers, cultivating community-driven narratives and associated activities is a more sustain-
able and impactful approach.

Third, our findings show when it comes to sustainable food options, consumers are less
price sensitive. Consequently, sustainable food producers and livestream sellers should
continue offering products at a premium price given consumers’ willingness to pay.
However, it should be noted livestream shopping is usually associated with cheaper
product offerings (Ki et al., 2024) and as such, livestream platforms/sellers should call on
different marketing communication tools (e.g. digital advertising) to generate greater
awareness that they provide premium sustainable food options.

Finally, we suggest marketers leverage the power of a larger pool of smaller livestream
sellers to promote their sustainable food products. Our findings demonstrate the moder-
ating effect of increased seller participation, where a broader pool of sellers strengthens
consumer conformity through collective exposure. This strategy ensures that sustainable
food promotions reach diverse audiences, maximizing their impact and effectiveness.

By adopting these strategic recommendations, marketers can better align their messa-
ging and promotional efforts with consumer communication preferences, ultimately
driving stronger engagement and sales for sustainable food products in livestream
shopping environments.

5. Limitations and future research

This study is bound by various limitations that provide avenues for future research. First, to
analyze other- versus self-orientations, we used product descriptions. While product
descriptions are critical in shaping consumer knowledge (Hsee et al., 2009), in livestream
shopping, product descriptions are usually accompanied by product demonstrations and
various verbal cues. To better understand linguistical effectiveness, verbal cues could be
analyzed to see whether other-orientation is also more effective than self-orientation when
promoting sustainable food products. Second, this research is guided by social conformity
and self-construal theories. While these provide a reasonable rationale for our hypotheses,
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actually measuring the extent of conformity in a livestream shopping scenario in shaping
consumer behavior regarding sustainable food consumption would provide much needed
insight. Further, we have not measured community development directly. However, since
community is a unique characteristic of livestream shopping, this suggests a potential area
for future research. Specifically, examining how community helps sellers strengthen their
use of semantic cues could provide valuable insights. Finally, our research is conducted from
a Chinese livestream shopping platform which may impact the generalizability of our study.
Future research can replicate this study across Europe and US where livestream shopping is
growing (McKinsey, 2023b).
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