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Abstract: Unlike Western corporations, Chinese companies have yet to widely adopt corporate social
advocacy (CSA) as a proactive strategy for corporate communication due to the different cultures
and business environments. With only a handful of Chinese companies committing to CSA com-
munication, the consequences of such practice on consumer relationship building and maintenance
remain elusive. In light of expectancy violations theory (EVT), this study explores Chinese consumers’
expectations of domestic CSA on the issue of same-sex marriage and the effects of proactive corporate
social advocacy communication. Through structure equation modeling of 418 survey responses,
this study examines the relationship between the violation of Chinese consumers’ expectations of
CSA and the quality of consumer relationships through the mediation of violation valence, violation
expectedness, and relationship certainty.

Keywords: corporate social advocacy; organization–public relationships; Chinese consumers;
expectancy violations theory; same-sex marriage

1. Introduction

Increasingly, US companies are overtly expressing their stances on controversial social
and political issues such as gun control, reproductive rights, and same-sex marriage. The
adoption of corporate social advocacy (CSA) by major corporations, such as Starbucks,
PayPal, and Amazon in the United States indicates that CSA has emerged as an important
proactive public relations and corporate social responsibility (CSR) strategy [1–3]. Although
many visionary Chinese companies have been looking to their Western counterparts as
benchmarks for strategic public relations and CSR practices [4–6], very few Chinese compa-
nies choose to engage in CSA on controversial social and political issues, to remain on the
“safe” side in the traditional Chinese political and social climate [7–9].

On 24 May 2017, Taiwan became the first place in Asia to legalize same-sex marriage,
marking a civil rights development in Eastern societies [10]. This move was hailed by mem-
bers of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) community in China—which
has the world’s largest LGBT population and shares a common language and culture with
Taiwan [11]—as a model for other Chinese societies to follow [12]. Although observers
have noted that LGBT rights and marriage equality are no longer fringe issues in Chinese
public discourse [13,14], advocacy for same-sex marriage in China is still largely limited to
gay communities and activists [15]. Unlike in Taiwan or in the US, the gay rights movement
in China remains a grassroots affair [12]. Only a few companies have joined the advocacy
effort by subtly featuring gay couples in their advertisements or changing logos to include
rainbow colors [16,17]. These ongoing social changes challenge traditional Chinese norms
and put pressure on the broader for-profit sector in China, as public relations practitioners
in the country are confronted with the question of how CSA communication would (or
if it would) affect companies’ relationships with native consumers. However, academic
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research on CSA among Chinese companies remains sparse. To fill this research gap, this
study aims to empirically explore how Chinese consumers respond to domestic companies’
CSA on the issue of same-sex marriage.

Additionally, while some CSA studies have focused heavily on the effects of CSA
on financial outcomes such as purchase intentions [3] and boycotts [18,19], others have
considered CSA as a strategic tool for building quality relationships by measuring the
outcomes of brand loyalty and brand trust [20,21]. Extending this line of research, this
study attempts to illuminate the role of CSA in organizational relationship building in the
Chinese market by highlighting organization–public relationships (OPRs) as a potential
outcome of CSA communications.

Lastly, this study adopts the lens of expectancy violations theory (EVT) [22,23], which
was developed in interpersonal communication studies to predict information processing
and relationship changes under the circumstances of expectancy violations. EVT assumes
that individuals make predictions about actions others are likely to take in given situations;
these predicted behaviors constitute expectations [24]. Expectancy violations occur when
these predictions are defied. In the context of CSA for marriage equality in China, the extent
to which a company’s public support for legalization of same-sex marriage might constitute
a violation of expectations for Chinese individuals is determined by whether the individual
expects the company to take that action, and once taken, whether that stance accords with
the position the individual expected the company to take [25]. Given the rudimentary
status of CSA in China [26], the sensitivity of the issue, and the Chinese sociopolitical
environment [11,15], the authors conjecture that many Chinese consumers would have
relatively low expectations of domestic companies engaging in CSA for same-sex marriage.
Thus, when learning about such actions being taken by a few Chinese companies (e.g.,
TMall, Xiami Music, and Youku), consumers may feel surprised, and a violation of expecta-
tions may occur. The current study adopts EVT to understand how the violation of Chinese
consumers’ prescriptive and predictive expectancies regarding CSA affect the different
dimensions of OPRs, through the mediation of violation valence, violation expectedness,
and relationship certainty, and the moderation of perceived CSA authenticity.

With its strategic focus on the Chinese market, the study contributes to public relations
theory building by applying EVT to reveal the mechanisms by which a foreign public
relations communication strategy like CSA affects organization–public relationships. In
addition, prior investigation of CSA has largely taken place in Western liberal democratic
societies. This study extends this research to the Chinese context to understand how publics
there perceive this emerging form of corporate sociopolitical involvement in progressive
issues such as marriage equality. This study thus provides practical implications for Chinese
companies, as well as for multinational corporations with intentions to build, maintain,
and improve relationships with Chinese consumers.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Corporate Social Advocacy

The topic of corporate social advocacy has received increasing interest from social
sciences researchers in recent years, as many large consumer companies in the United
States are openly taking a stand on controversial social or political issues such as same-sex
marriage, gun control, immigration, and legalization of marijuana [1–3,18–21,25,27–33].
While CSA is conceptualized in slightly different ways, a widely cited definition of the
term is the one provided by Dodd and Supa [2,34], who wrote CSA is a public relations
function where firms and/or their CEOs intentionally or unintentionally “align themselves
with a controversial social–political issue outside their normal sphere of CSR interest” [2].
Dodd and Supa [34] distinguished the term from related public relations concepts such as
strategic issues management and CSR, arguing that the social–political issue involved in a
CSA activity is not necessarily tied to the company and that engaging in such an activity
may alienate certain stakeholders. In other words, CSA issues usually involve some level
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of controversy; publicly taking a stance on such an issue may fulfill the expectations of
some stakeholders while violating the expectations of others [2].

Instead of using the term CSA, Wettstein and Baur [1] referred to this type of corporate
engagement as “corporate political advocacy” (CPA) and defined it as corporations “voicing
or showing explicit and public support for certain individuals, groups, or ideals and values
with the aim of convincing and persuading others to do the same.” Companies engaging in
CPA are promoting the issues or related values and ideals for their own sake, regardless of
their connection to the core business of the company. It differs from CSR in that it pursues
not the balancing of stakeholder interests, but rather normative convictions shared by some
stakeholders but not others.

Ciszek and Logan [27] further reasoned that companies engaging in CPA are actu-
ally challenging the consensus-oriented tradition of public relations scholarship. Rather
than centering on consensus as the preferred public relations outcome, CPA brings about
dissensus—in line with the postmodern values of advocating multiple voices.

Nalick et al. [26] approached the concept in a broader sense, under the umbrella term of
corporate “sociopolitical involvement” (SPI). These authors, too, pointed out that the issues
SPI engages with are characterized by a lack of societal consensus. Additionally, the issues
always have a high degree of salience, meaning that they are important to a large segment
of society and are current. Based on these criteria, same-sex marriage can be considered
a sociopolitical issue in China, particularly in the wake of Taiwan’s legalization of gay
marriage, because the event primed the issue in China, and provoked wide discussion
online [12,14].

Yim [32] contended that the conceptualization of CSA should take into account public
expectations. Although CSA may be controversial, the legitimacy of CSA can be “created,
maintained, and defended” by the company itself, if the CSA engagement is consistent
with public expectations of the company and corporate standards of behavior. Both studies
understand CSA as responses to social norms and stakeholder expectations, rather than
one-way communication from the companies.

Some studies have been done to examine the effectiveness of CSA. Dodd and Supa [2]
investigated the relationship between CSA on the issue of legalizing same-sex marriage
(whether supporting or opposing it) and consumers’ purchase intentions. Overton, et al. [3]
examined the influence of Nike’s CSA efforts around the issue of racial equality on con-
sumers in light of the theory of planned behavior. The results suggested that individual
consumer attitudes toward Nike’s CSA efforts as well as their subjective norms were posi-
tively related to purchase intentions and word-of-mouth intentions. Browning et al. [25]
also investigated the effects of CSA on public perceptions. The findings largely supported
the hypothesis that improved feelings of communicated commitment stemming from CSA
engagement would positively influence OPR outcomes, in turn increasing stakeholders’
willingness to support the organization. Park and Jiang’s [20] study revealed that, through
CSA, a company could signal to stakeholders a commitment to some controversial position
and attract the attention of those who share that identity. These people would support the
company emotionally and behaviorally.

In the same vein, the current study aims to empirically explore CSA from the perspec-
tive of public relations, specifically by looking at its relationship with the organization–
public relationship (OPR), a key concept in public relations that involves relationship
outcomes, such as trust, commitment, satisfaction, and control mutuality [35–37]. Before
discussing this relationship in more detail, however, a short introduction is necessary on
the status of CSA in China.

2.2. Same-Sex Marriage and CSA in China

An increased number of Chinese companies have integrated aspects of CSR into their
operations in accordance with a higher public demand for general CSR information [4–6,38],
but very few have expressed public support for or opposition to sociopolitical issues.
According to Nalick et al. [26], a “sociopolitical issue” is characterized by a lack of societal
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consensus, evolving views, and a high degree of issue salience in a particular society. In
view of these criteria, same-sex marriage is a sociopolitical issue in China, not only because
there is a large LGBT population, but also because the issue has received much attention
from different groups in the society in recent years [14,39–41].

On the Chinese social media platform Weibo, the hashtag “#same-sex marriage” had
registered more than 26 million views and 251 thousand discussions as of 7 February 2022
(not counting posts that had been deleted). The hashtag “#lawmaker urged to include
same-sex marriage in Civil Code” occurred in 292 thousand posts, which were viewed
840 million times. There was even a “super topic” for same-sex marriage, which serves as
an easy-to-find information hub for interested followers.

Despite the widespread interest on social media, advocacy for same-sex marriage in
China is still fledgling [15]. Gay marriage is controversial for many, as it is a challenge
to traditional Chinese family values. The Chinese government today largely takes an
apparently hands-off approach, characterized by “no approval, no disapproval, and no
promotion” [17]. State control of the media and civic sector has limited venues for organized
advocacy on LGBT issues [15].

Chinese companies are used to taking cues from government and the political envi-
ronment [7]. This is evident in how they engage in CSR. Studies by Yin and Zhang [6]
and Banik and Lin [42] revealed that Chinese companies adopted CSR for a number of
pragmatic reasons, such as securing political and administrative backing. Additionally,
due to their positions in global supply chains, Chinese companies use CSR to cultivate
reputations among international stakeholders.

Chinese companies have nonetheless shown interest in the purchasing power of
the LGBT consumer market, which is estimated to be as high as USD 300 billion [43].
Technology firms are leading the way here, since their customer bases are dominated by
increasingly liberal and progressive young people [44]. A survey of more than 18,000 LGBT
people in China found that 56% of men and 62% of women viewed LGBT-friendly policies
and regulations as the most important factor influencing their purchasing decisions [45].
Given these developments, the social environment seems more and more encouraging for
Chinese companies to engage in CSA on the issue of same-sex marriage.

2.3. Expectancy Violations Theory (EVT)

Although EVT was originally developed as an interpersonal communication model to
explain how individuals respond to unanticipated violations of expectations of personal
distance [46,47], the theory was later applied to a variety of communication contexts with a
focus on the impact of expectancy violations on interaction outcomes [22,48–50]. According
to EVT, a violation of expectancy happens when there is a perceived discrepancy between
an expected behavior and what actually occurs, with an expectancy understood as an
“enduring pattern of anticipated behavior” (46. Taking a more general view, Burgoon [51]
regarded expectations as a combination of both social norms and known idiosyncrasies
of the interactants. The basic thesis of EVT is that there are circumstances under which
violations of social norms and expectations may be strategically superior to conformity [47].

While the notion of expectations has been frequently used by public relations scholars
to help define the relationship that exists between an organization and key publics—often in
the sense that expectations are a relationship imperative [52–55]—there are few applications
of the expectancy violations model to public relations. For example, Park et al. [21] applied
EVT to a corporate social responsibility communication context to examine consumer
responses to CSR messages. In a similar vein, Kim [50] extended EVT to the investigation
of OPRs in a crisis setting, in which the crisis was considered as a violation of expectancies.
In that study, findings suggested that stakeholder expectancies were significant predictors
of the way the violation was perceived, and subsequently, of the relationships between
publics and the company. Addressing Olkkonen and Luoma-Aho’s [54] call to deepen the
understanding of how expectations affect relationships through the lens of the expectancy
violations model, this study utilizes EVT by considering publics’ relationships with an
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organization—or the OPRs—as the object of expectancies [50,54]. Premised on the possibil-
ity of organizations and publics mutually benefiting one another, OPR is defined as “the
state that exists between an organization and its key publics in which the action of either
entity impacts the economic, social, and political and/or cultural well-being of the other
entity” [37] and is characterized by the dimensions of trust, satisfaction, commitment, and
control mutuality [56]. The literature has suggested that expectations are one of the key
antecedents to OPRs [57]; it thus stands to reason that the violations of expectations also
impact OPRs.

Burgoon and Hubbard [48] noted that expectancies entail both what is anticipated
to occur (predictive expectancies; i.e., what will happen), and what is desired or pre-
ferred (prescriptive expectancies; i.e., what should happen). Following Kim [50], in the
present study, the prescriptive expectancy is defined as consumers’ general expectations
for Chinese companies to engage in CSA efforts in favor of legalizing same-sex marriage,
whereas the predictive expectancy is defined as the expectations for the particular Chinese
companies of interest (i.e., Tmall, Xiami Music, and Youku). This operationalization is
also consistent with Burgoon and Hubbard’s [48] explanation of prescriptive and pre-
dictive aspects of expectancies, as the prescriptive expectancy examines the idealized
standards of conduct—the degree to which the particular CSA behavior is regarded as
appropriate, desired, or preferred—while the predictive expectancy focuses on actual
communicative practice.

EVT posits that expectancies tend to serve as framing devices and perceptual filters,
influencing the way that related information is processed and that expectancy-violating
behavior is evaluated [58]. As a result, perceptions of the violations may differ in terms of
violation expectedness and violation valence [22,47]. According to Burgoon and Hale [46],
individuals come not only to anticipate that others will behave in a particular fashion
but also to assign evaluations, or “valence”, to these actions. The expectancy violations
model posits that positive violations produce more favorable outcomes than conformity
to expectations, while negative violations produce less favorable ones. Burgoon and
Walther [59] found that the combined effect of the expectedness of behavior and the valence
associated with it helps determine outcomes. In the present study, Chinese companies’
incipient CSA activities in favor of legalizing same-sex marriage are considered as an
expectancy violation. Such an action is viewed as more positive in valence (meaning it is
perceived more positively) and expectedness (meaning it is a less unexpected expectancy
violation), if the individual holds higher prescriptive and predictive expectancies (which
are consumers’ expectations that Chinese companies in general and the specific Chinese
companies of interest, respectively, will engage in CSA efforts in favor of legalizing same-
sex marriage). An expectancy violation will be assessed as more negative in valence and
less in expectedness if the individual has relatively negative prescriptive and predictive
expectancies for the CSA behavior. Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H1. Consumers’ stronger (a) predictive and (b) prescriptive expectancies are related to more positive
violation (valence) regarding the company’s CSA message.

H2. Consumers’ stronger (a) predictive and (b) prescriptive expectancies are related to higher
violation expectedness regarding the company’s CSA message.

Expectancy violations are seen as an integral part of relational changes, as the violation
is arousing and distracting, directing some attention and cognitive processing towards the
unexpected behavior, the characteristics of the violator, the relational implicature, and the
meaning of the violation act [47]. Afifi and Burgoon [58] argued that full explanations of
the expectancy violations’ impact on relationships should include reference to the degree of
relationship certainty change that is produced, rather than ignoring relationship certainty
as a variable of study. Relationship certainty/uncertainty refers to the degree of confidence
an individual has in the perceptions of his/her involvement within a relationship [60].
Ample evidence suggests that relationship uncertainty can yield negative communication
and relational outcomes. Studies have found that relationship uncertainty not only causes
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difficulties in message production and processing (such as negative evaluations of the
relational messages), but also harms perceptions of relationship quality [61,62]. Theiss and
Solomon [63] also suggested that a decrease in relationship uncertainty strongly predicted
intimacy in a relationship. As Kreye [64] stated, relationship certainty could determine how
a relationship develops, as it is the foundation for establishing the key indicators of high-
quality organizational relationships, such as trust and commitment. In addition, one of the
common assumptions underlying relationship theories is that people want predictability,
or certainty, in their relationships [22,65,66]. Ni and Wang [66] found that uncertainty can
serve as a mediator of the relationship between relationship cultivation strategies (such
as legitimacy, networking, and positivity) and relationship outcomes (i.e., the four OPR
dimensions: control mutuality, trust, satisfaction, and commitment), partially explaining
the mechanism underlying how people’s perception of corporate behaviors affects the
relational outcomes. Based on the existing evidence, this study hypothesizes:

H3. Relationship certainty is positively related to organization–public relationships.

Relationship uncertainty could stem from doubts about and the perceived ambi-
guity of relationship partners, whose behaviors could thus either increase or decrease
relationship certainty [67]. On one hand, some scholars argued that expectancy violations
would lead to increased relationship uncertainty for an individual in a close relation-
ship because unexpected behaviors generally imply more alternative predictions about
future behaviors [68,69]. On the other hand, it was suggested that expectancy violations
would not necessarily decrease relationship certainty. Previous studies have illustrated
several such conditions. For example, unlike expected behaviors that are more socially
scripted, unexpected behaviors usually contain more personalized information about the
relationship partner, which reveals the uniqueness of the partner. The distinctiveness and
informativeness of the unexpected behaviors would increase relationship certainty [70].
Likewise, some unexpected behaviors containing particularly intense emotional displays,
such as jealousy, are likely to induce perceptions of relationship significance, thus increasing
relationship certainty [22]. The contradictory evidence suggests the nuanced effects of
different expectancy violation factors (e.g., violation expectedness and violation valence)
on relationship certainty.

While investigating the divergent effects of violations on relationship certainty, Afifi
and Burgoon [71] conceptualized congruent violation, which is defined as “behavior that is
unexpected, in that it is a significantly more ardent and/or intense behavioral display of
an emotion, relational message or persuasive stance, as compared with previous displays
of a similar emotion, relational message or persuasive stance” (p. 18). Studies have con-
firmed that these congruent violations would increase relationship certainty compared to
incongruent violations. The key factor that distinguishes the two types of violations is the
degree of congruence. It can be inferred that the more congruent the violation behaviors
are, the stronger will be the violation expectedness. In the case of CSA communications, if
a Chinese company has displayed more liberal corporate values in the past, an overt CSA
message supporting same-sex marriage is likely to induce more violation expectedness. In
addition, Afifi and Burgoon [58,71] also reported that in a series of experiments, participants
rated a confederate as more attractive after the confederate performed certainty-increasing
violating behaviors within the same valence. The experiments suggested that less un-
expected violation behaviors served to increase relationship certainty. Meanwhile, the
predictive power of the certainty-increasing behaviors within the same violation valence
on the violator’s attractiveness was the strongest among several competing models. Based
on the above evidence, this study hypothesizes that:

H4. Violation expectedness is positively related to (a) relationship certainty and (b) organization–
public relationships.

H5. Relationship certainty mediates the effect of violation expectedness on organization–public
relationships.
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Earlier EVT studies have attempted to uncover the relationship between violation
valence and relationship certainty. For example, White and Stewart [72] reported that
positive violations were considered more informative than negative violations, thereby
helping individuals reduce relationship uncertainty. Afifi and Metts [22] provided a holistic
examination of relational quality in relation to violation valence and relationship certainty
states after experiencing violation behaviors. The findings suggested that positively va-
lenced violations were generally accompanied by decreased relationship uncertainty. Such
uncertainty-reducing behaviors would further improve relational satisfaction, trust, close-
ness, commitment, and attraction. As OPR is also characterized by similar dimensions, such
as commitment, satisfaction, and trust [56], it stands to reason that CSA communications
that positively violate public expectancies could also serve to enhance relationship certainty
and improve OPRs. In addition, EVT posits that positive violations of expectancies exert
stronger positive influence on relationship quality than behaviors that conform to expecta-
tions [46]. Consistent with this assertion, Yim [73] measured the “pleasant surprise” effects
of a CEO tweeting on political subjects and found that the tweets that positively violated
public expectations engendered more positive reactions. Cho et al. [74] concurred that in
corporate sustainability communication, positive expectancy-violating messages would
lead to more favorable attitudes and stronger supportive intentions toward companies.
In the corporate crisis communication context, Kim [50] found that negatively perceived
violations can result in higher blame attributions for the violator (i.e., the company in crisis)
for the resulting unfavorable outcomes and in more negative evaluations of the company.
Contrarily, positively perceived violations should induce more positive evaluations of the
company. Therefore, this study hypothesizes:

H6. Positive violations are positively related to (a) relationship certainty and (b) organization–public
relationships.

H7. Relationship certainty mediates the effect of positive violations on organization–public relationships.

Authenticity constitutes the foundation of effective organizational communication,
such as CSR [75,76]. From a public relations standpoint, authenticity refers to “having
consistency between the inside and the outside of an organization” [77] (p. 5). It involves
evaluation and perception of the genuineness, trustworthiness, credibility, and sincerity
of the corporate communication or behavior [78]. Following Alhouti et al. [79], this study
defines perceived CSA authenticity as genuine, stakeholder-oriented, less commercial,
and beyond legal requirements. Researchers have found that the perceived authenticity
of organizational communications has an impact on public attitudes, word-of-mouth in-
tentions, and the evaluation of relationships with the organization [80,81]. Bogomoletc
and Lee [82] suggested that during the COVID-19 pandemic, the frozen beef company
Steak-Umm adopted a social media communication strategy that positively violated con-
sumers’ expectancies, which resulted in overwhelmingly positive reactions. Through a
semantic analysis of tweets, the authors found that the key to the success of Steak-Umm’s
positive expectancy-violation strategy was consumers’ perceptions of the company’s au-
thenticity [82,83]. Yim [32] also found that the positive expectancy violations triggered by
the CEO’s political tweets were correlated with the perceptions of CEO authenticity. In
addition, Lim and Young [84] found that the perceived authenticity of Ben & Jerry’s LGBTQ
advocacy campaign significantly augmented the positive effects of CSA on corporate repu-
tation ratings. Similarly, Lee and Kim [80] also found that employees’ perceptions of the
authenticity of organizational behaviors could enhance organization–employee relation-
ships. Thus, it is reasonable to infer that perceived authenticity can interact with violation
valence to predict OPRs. Specifically, if Chinese companies’ CSA activities are perceived
to be positive and authentic, the respondents will put down a higher evaluation on their
relationships with the company.

H8. Perceived authenticity moderates the effect of positive violation on organization–public relationships.
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3. Method

To test the hypotheses, an 8 min online survey was administered on Qualtrics, with a sam-
ple drawn from Chinese consumers through an international research service company, Survey
Sampling International (SSI; www.surveysampling.com, accessed on 29 December 2021). A
stratified sampling technique was applied to recruit a sample of Chinese consumers that
represents the gender and age composition of the Chinese population.

3.1. Sample

In total, 418 participants were retained for data analysis after initial data cleaning. The
average age of all participants was 31.74 (SD = 9.23), ranging from 18 to 65. There were 244
(58.4%) males and 174 (41.6%) females. Among them, 21.1% of participants did not have a
bachelor’s degree; 66.1% of participants had a bachelor’s degree; and 12.9% of participants
had a graduate degree. In addition, 27% of the participants had homosexual family or
friends, while only 4 participants reported their sexual orientation as homosexual, and
12 participants reported bisexual orientation.

The survey questionnaire was developed in English and translated by a native Chi-
nese speaker into Chinese. Back translation was also conducted to ensure translation
accuracy. Before administering the main study, a group of 9 scholars (4 English speakers
and 5 Chinese speakers) pretested the questionnaire and offered feedback. During data
collection, participants were first asked their issue advocacy and involvement level on the
same-sex marriage issue. Then, they were randomly assigned to one of three conditions
(corresponding to the different companies) and asked about their familiarity with and
prior attitude towards the companies. The three companies were Xiami, an online music
streaming app (comparable to Spotify), Youku, an online video streaming app (comparable
to YouTube), and T-Mall, an e-commerce website/app (comparable to eBay). In all, 151,
121, and 146 participants were in the condition of T-Mall, Xiami, and Youku, respectively.
Next, participants reported their predictive and prescriptive expectancies for the compa-
nies’ stances on the focal issue. Participants were then shown a screen shot of the real
pro-same-sex-marriage CSA advertisement. Finally, questions on violation expectedness,
violation valence, relationship certainty, OPR, and demographics were asked.

3.2. Measurement

All variables were measured with scales adapted from previous studies with a 9-point
Likert scale or bipolar scale.

Issue advocacy was measured with six bipolar items, such as “I feel the legalization
of same-sex marriage is bad/good” and “I feel the legalization of same-sex marriage is
unfavorable/favorable” (α = 0.98; [85]). Issue involvement was measured with three items
adopted from Kim and Grunig [86], such as, “I have a strong opinion about the legalization
of same-sex marriage” (α = 0.98). The prior attitude towards the company was mea-
sured with five pairs of bipolar items, such as, “I feel that XXX is unappealing/appealing”
(α = 0.98; [87]). C-C identification was also measured to gauge participants’ prior relation-
ships with the companies, which were measured by five items adopted from Mael and
Ashforth [88], e.g., “When someone criticizes the company, it feels like a personal insult”
(α = 0.91).

Predictive expectancy and prescriptive expectancy measurements were both adopted
from Kim [50] and Burgoon [47]. Specifically, predictive expectancy was measured with
three items, such as, “I expect this company to clearly state its stance on the issue of same-
sex marriage legalization” (α = 0.89). Prescriptive expectancy was measured with three
items, such as, “I think Chinese companies should make a clear statement on the issue of
same-sex marriage legalization” (α = 0.89).

Violation expectedness, violation valence, and relationship certainty were all adopted
from Afifi and Metts [22]. Violation expectedness was measured with two items, including,
“This CSA ad is completely expected from the company” and “This CSA ad surprised me a
great deal” (reverse coded; α = 0.91). Violation valence was measured with 5 items, such as,

www.surveysampling.com
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“This CSA ad made me feel a lot better about the company,” and “This CSA ad is a very
positive behavior from the company” (α = 0.97). Relationship certainty was measured with
4 items, including, “This CSA ad made me feel more confident in accurately predicting how
this company will behave in the future,” and “This CSA ad made me feel more confident in
accurately predicting the values that the company holds” (α = 0.96).

Perceived CSA authenticity was measured in terms of sustainability, accountability,
transparency, genuineness, and visibility using 10 items adapted from Beckman et al. [75]
and Beverland [78], such as, “The CSA ad is more than just a short-term business case
for the company. It is likely to endure over time” (α = 0.96). Finally, the measurement of
OPR was adopted from Ki and Hon [56] and measured in terms of control mutuality, trust,
commitment, and satisfaction, using items such as, “The company believes the opinions
of consumers like mine are legitimate,” and “Both the company and I benefit from our
relationship” (α = 0.97).

4. Results
4.1. Preliminary Analysis

Overall, the Chinese consumer sample revealed on average a neutral advocacy level
(M = 4.83, SD = 2.28) and personal involvement level (M = 4.11, SD = 1.60) towards the
social issue of same-sex marriage legalization. The skewness and kurtosis levels suggest
that issue advocacy and involvement were normally distributed. Meanwhile, participants
across three different conditions with different companies held similar prior attitudes to
and C-C identification levels with the three different companies. An ANOVA test demon-
strated non-significant results. Specifically, for prior attitude, F(2, 415) = 1.49, p > 0.1,
MT-mall = 6.91, MXiami = 6.51, MYouku = 6.76; for C-C identification, F(2, 415) = 2.01,
p > 0.1, MT-mall = 4.79, MXiami = 4.58, MYouku = 5.02. Participants from the three condi-
tions were thus collapsed together to perform further data analysis.

4.2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed with SPSS Amos to test the model
measurements. Based on the original model indexes and recommendation for modification,
one of the measurement items from the predictive expectancy scale (i.e., “I expect this
company to take a side on either supporting or opposing same-sex marriage”) and one from
the prescriptive expectancy scale (i.e., “I need Chinese companies to be active in advocating
for social issues, like same-sex marriage”) were dropped. The modified model fit results
were satisfactory: chi-square = 421.77, df = 150, CMIN/df = 2.81, CFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.97,
NFI = 0.96, SRMR = 0.03, RMSEA = 0.06, PCLOSE > 0.05. See Table 1 for measurement
scale item loadings.

Then, convergent and discriminant validity was further confirmed. First, convergent
validity was checked with average variance extracted (AVE) and composite validity (CR).
AVE values ranged from 0.75 (predictive expectancy) to 0.87 (OPR), which all exceeded
the threshold value of 0.50. CR values ranged from 0.84 (prescriptive expectancy) to 0.97
(violation valence), which all exceeded the threshold value of 0.70. Then, discriminant
validity was confirmed by comparing the square root of AVE to inter-construct correlations
and by comparing AVE to maximum shared variance (MSV). Results suggested that all
AVE values were greater than the corresponding MSV values and all variables’ square root
of AVE values were greater than their inter-construct correlations. See the full details of
convergent and discriminant validity results in Table 2.
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Table 1. Measurement and factor loadings.

Predictive expectancy
I expect this company:
Item 1: To clearly state its stance on the issue of same-sex marriage legalization. 0.91
Item 2: To take a side by either supporting or opposing same-sex marriage. 0.78
Prescriptive expectancy
Item 1: I think Chinese companies should make a clear statement on the issue of same-sex marriage legalization. 0.87
Item 2: I need Chinese companies to be active in advocating for social issues like same-sex marriage. 0.86
Violation expectedness
Item 1: The CSA ad on same-sex marriage is completely expected from the company. 1.03
Item 2: The CSA ad on same-sex marriage surprised me a great deal. 0.81
Violation valence
The CSA ad on same-sex marriage _______________
Item 1: Made me feel a lot better about the company. 0.92
Item 2: Made me feel this company really cares about people. 0.89
Item 3: Is a very positive behavior from the company. 0.94
Item 4: Is a behavior I like a lot. 0.92
Item 5: Is a behavior I’d like to see more of from this company. 0.94
Relationship certainty
Seeing the company’s message and learning its stance on the issue of same-sex marriage legalization in China made me feel
____________
Item 1: More confident in predicting how this company will behave in the future. 0.93
Item 2: More confident in accurately predicting the values that the company holds. 0.94
Item 3: More confident in accurately predicting the company’s attitudes. 0.95
Item 5: That I understand this company. 0.87
Organization–public relationship
Commitment 0.92
Item 1: This company is trying to maintain a long-term commitment to consumers. 0.92
Item 2: This company wants to maintain a positive relationship with consumers. 0.89
Item 3: Compared to other similar companies, I value my relationship with this company most. 0.91
Item 4: I feel a sense of loyalty to this company. 0.89
Trust: 0.91
Item 1: This company treats consumers fairly and justly. 0.92
Item 2: This company can be relied on to keep its promises to consumers. 0.92
Item 3: I feel very confident about this company’s ability. 0.93
Item 4: Sound principles guide this company’s behavior. 0.93
Satisfaction: 0.91
Item 1: Both the company and I benefit from our relationship. 0.87
Item 2: I am happy with this company. 0.85
Item 3: I feel I am important to this company. 0.85
Item 4: I enjoy dealing with this company. 0.92
Control mutuality: 0.99
Item 1: The company believes the opinions of consumers like me are legitimate. 0.86
Item 2: The company really listens to what consumers like myself have to say. 0.87
Item 3: When interacting with the company, I feel that I have some sense of control. 0.75
Item 4: The company cooperates with consumers like me. 0.87
Perceived authenticity
The company’s campaign supporting same-sex marriage _______
Item 1: Is more than just a short-term business case. It is likely to endure over time. 0.78
Item 2: Is taking a long-term view, focusing on more sustainable social initiatives. 0.86
Item 3: Makes clear the impact of its business on all kinds of publics. 0.84
Item 4: Tailors its social advocacy initiatives to the needs of the country. 0.82
Item 5: Is truthful to the public about its social advocacy initiatives. 0.89
Item 6: Is transparent about its social advocacy initiatives. 0.87
Item 7: Is in accordance with the company’s mission. 0.88
Item 8: Is in accordance with the company’s values. 0.89
Item 9: Is taking necessary actions to reflect its social beliefs. 0.87
Item 10: Is visible to the public. 0.89
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Table 2. Mean, SD, correlations, convergent validity, and discriminant validity.

Mean (SD) CR AVE MSV RC PSE PDE VE VV

RC 5.38 (1.94) 0.96 0.85 0.84 1 - - - -
PSE 5.13 (1.93) 0.84 0.84 0.28 0.53 1 - - -
PDE 4.83 (1.86) 0.86 0.75 0.35 0.58 0.91 1 - -
VE 4.61 (1.89) 0.92 0.86 0.52 0.72 0.49 0.60 1 -
VV 5.37 (2.00) 0.97 0.85 0.84 0.92 0.47 0.55 0.72 1

OPR 5.81 (1.58) 0.96 0.87 0.53 0.73 0.47 0.53 0.57 0.71

Note: RC = relationship certainty, PSE = prescriptive expectancy, PDE = predictive expectancy, VE = violation
expectedness, VV = violation valence, OPR = organization–public relationship.

4.3. SEM Assumption Tests and Model Fit

Following Kline [89], a series of underlying structural equation modeling assumptions
were tested prior to testing the hypothesis. First, linearity for all proposed relationships
in the model was examined with SPSS. The curve estimation tests determined all pro-
posed relationships were sufficiently linear for structural equation modeling (SEM) testing.
Second, outliers and influencers were examined with Cook’s distance. All test results
suggested the Cook’s distances were less than 0.10. No outlier issue was detected. Third,
multicollinearity tests suggested that the variance inflation factors (VIF) were all less than
2.0, with tolerance greater than 0.10. Lastly, multivariate normality was examined with
Mardia’s coefficient in SPSS Amos. The critical ratio (c.r.) value was larger than 1.96, sug-
gesting the sample data had significant positive multivariate kurtosis. To address this issue,
bootstrapping (n= 2000 bootstrap samples) with maximum likelihood method was per-
formed. The bootstrap results were consistent with those based on the normal theory. After
the assumption test, SEM analysis was performed with SPSS Amos to test the proposed
model and hypothesis. The SEM results revealed satisfactory model fit: chi-square = 9.93,
df = 2, CMIN/df = 4.97, CFI = 0.99, NFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.96, SRMR = 0.02, RMSEA = 0.08,
PCLOSE > 0.05. Figure 1 demonstrates the final model and standardized estimates (β).
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Figure 1. Results of SEM analysis (* p < 0.01).

4.4. Hypothesis Testing

As shown in Figure 1, SEM results support both H1a and H1b. The stronger con-
sumers’ predictive expectancies (β = 0.38, p < 0.01) and (b) prescriptive expectancies
(β = 0.20, p < 0.01) towards Chinese companies’ CSA on same-sex marriage were, the more
positively they perceived violations regarding the CSA message. Similarly, H2a and H2b
were also supported. That is, stronger predictive expectancies (β = 0.43, p < 0.01) and
prescriptive expectancies (β = 0.17, p < 0.01) increased consumers’ violation expectedness.
Next, the direct effect of relationship certainty on organization–public relationships also
appeared to be significant (β = 0.48, p < 0.01), supporting H3. Regarding H4, violation
expectedness positively reinforced relationship certainty (β = 0.11, p < 0.01). Thus, H4(a)
was supported. However, the direct relationship between violation expectedness and OPR
was not significant (β = 0.05, p > 0.05). Therefore, H4(b) was not supported. Meanwhile,
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the direct effects of violation valence on relationship certainty (β = 0.74, p < 0.01) and OPR
(β = 0.26, p < 0.01) were both significant and positive, so H6 was supported.

To test H5 and H7, two mediation analyses were performed with Hayes’ [90] SPSS
PROCESS MODEL 4 to test relationship certainty’s mediation of the effects of violation
valence and violation expectedness on organization–public relationships. Results suggest
a partial mediation (B = 0.34, p < 0.01, 95% CI: 0.23, 0.45) by relationship certainty of the
effect of violation valence. Therefore, H5 is supported. Full mediation was found for the
effect of violation expectedness (B = 0.07, p > 0.05, 95% CI: −0.01, 0.14). Therefore, H7 was
also supported.

Finally, H8 proposed that perceived authenticity moderates the effect of positive viola-
tions on organization–public relationships. This hypothesis was tested with Hayes’ [90]
PROCESS MODEL 1. Violation valence, organization–public relationship, and perceived
authenticity were entered as independent, dependent, and moderating variables, respec-
tively. A bootstrap analysis with 5000 resamples was performed (F(3, 414) = 351.17, p < 0.01,
R2 = 0.72). The coefficient for perceived authenticity (b) was −0.02, t(414) = −1.98, p < 0.05.
The interaction was significant, but marginal (p = 0.048). However, further examination of
the three perceived authenticity conditions (low vs. medium vs. high) revealed the effect of
violation valence on organization–public relationship was significant in the same pattern
across all conditions. That is, regardless of how authentic consumers felt the CSA mes-
sage was, their violation valence had equal effects on their relationship with the company.
Therefore, H8 was not supported.

5. Discussion

The findings here provide support for expectancy violations theory in the realm of
CSA and help illuminate the role of violations of expectancies in relationships, particularly
in relationships between organizations and publics. First, the results support past research
findings that both predictive and prescriptive expectancies are important antecedents of
the way unexpected corporate behaviors are interpreted and OPRs are evaluated [50,58].
Specifically, when consumers hold higher pre-existing expectations that companies in
general and the specific companies of interest will engage in CSA efforts, they tend to have
a lower level of unexpectedness as regards the companies taking real action and to perceive
the CSA action more favorably.

Second, as predicted by the expectancy violations theory, consumers’ perceived cer-
tainty regarding their relationships with the company changes as a result of the unexpected
corporate behavior. The direction of this change is predicted by the levels of perceived
unexpectedness and valence of the violation. Investigation of expectancy violations in the
CSA context supported Afifi and Metts’ [22] arguments that expectancy violations differ in
their degree of severity and are not always negatively perceived. When the unexpected
CSA communication is viewed favorably, that would strengthen the feeling of certainty
about relationships with the company.

Third, this study confirms the link between relationship certainty and OPRs. Ex-
pectancy violations have usually been conceptualized as destabilizing relational events
as they often arouse uncertainty, wherein violations negatively influence relational eval-
uations as compared to no-violation conditions [22,46,50,58]. This study sheds light on a
less-explored situation, in which violations of expectancies increase relational certainty and
positively impact the assessment of relationships.

Fourth, in response to Afifi and Burgoon’s [58] call for including the variance of un-
certainty in full explanations of the expectancy violations’ effects on relationships, this
study provides evidence that certainty is a key variable in the EVT model with OPRs as
outcomes. The perceived relational certainty serves as a mediator explaining the mech-
anism underlying the association between the perception of the unexpectedness or the
valence regarding the violations and the perception of OPRs. Specifically, the level of
consumers’ certainty about their relationships with the companies accounts for some of the
effects on OPRs of positively valenced violation, but fully transmits the effects of violation
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expectedness on OPR assessments. These results suggest that certainty is an important
factor that bonds the relationship when an expectancy violation occurs. The violation may
trigger an interpretation-evaluation process that assigns positive or negative value to the
unexpected corporate behavior, but it is the feeling of certainty about the relationship that
plays the key role in determining whether this interpretation–evaluation process leads
to negative impacts on OPRs. These findings also lend weight to Afifi and Metts’ [22]
endeavor to increase the EVT’s theoretical precision by introducing the concept of certainty
borrowed from uncertainty-reduction theory [65].

Last, the proposed moderating effect of perceived authenticity is not supported. Unlike
previous findings that perceived authenticity affects the re-evaluation of relationships with
the company aroused by unexpected corporate communications or behaviors, all such
interacting effects seem to be overshadowed by the significant main effect of violation
valence itself. Additionally, sample selection effects represent another possible explanation.
Unlike many previous studies that were conducted in the US and other Western countries,
the current study used a Chinese sample. Different culture and business practices as well
as variance in customer values are also a likely cause of these inconsistent findings.

The theoretical ramifications of this study merit attention. To begin with, this study
is one of the first attempts to explore the strategic communication of corporate social
advocacy in a non-Western context. Although CSA is a relatively new practice in China as
compared with its development in the US, investigating Chinese consumers’ perception
of this unconventional form of corporate engagement helps fill the research gap around
CSA. Scholars trying to bring international perspectives to the field of public relations
have highlighted the importance of political, economic, and societal contexts to public
relations [91–93]. The findings of this study shed light on the inner workings of Chinese
society and the subtle dynamic of mutual adjustment among business, government, and
the public, laying a foundation for further investigation of how to maintain effective public
relations in the country.

Additionally, extending the knowledge of EVT to CSA and OPR research presents a
key opportunity for theory building in strategic communication and public relations. On
one hand, EVT provides insights into consumers’ reactions to CSA communication and the
consequent adjustment of the evaluation of OPRs. On the other hand, EVT is empirically
supported in the realm of CSA communication, which enhances understanding of the
role of expectations in stakeholders’ relationships with the companies. While researchers
have examined various factors that may determine the effectiveness of CSA, including
perceived congruence between the CSA stance and individuals’ stance on the issue [18,33],
individuals’ issue involvement [18,25], attitudes toward CSA [3,94], and perceived con-
gruence between corporate CSA stances and their actual actions [33], there have been few
empirical examinations of individuals’ expectations of CSA itself. Yim [32] contended that
it is the stakeholders’ expectations that ultimately shape the legitimacy of CSA behavior.
This study enriches the understanding of expectations as an important factor in shaping
individuals’ perceptions of CSA as well as the subsequent relational outcomes. The focus on
expectations is also consistent with strategic issues management’s emphasis on managing
stakeholder expectations and beliefs about the ways an organization should behave [28].

Furthermore, this study empirically tests a model of the effects of CSA communi-
cation on OPRs. As this study is among the initial attempts to establish the association
between CSA communication and the outcome construct of OPR, it usefully furthering our
understanding of public relationship management strategies and related theories as well.

These results point to some important practical considerations for public relations
professionals engaged in CSA. At first glance, it may seem that companies should be
cautious in selecting controversial issues to advocate for. As these results indicate, the
same CSA communication may be perceived favorably by some and unfavorably by others.
Consumers’ pre-existing expectations of companies in general, and of specific companies
to engage in CSA around this particular issue, are important factors determining how CSA
is received. Therefore, a company’s CSA-related decisions should be based on adequate
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research on stakeholder publics’ expectations. Moreover, as the perception of relationship
certainty plays a key role in shaping OPR assessments when an expectancy violation occurs,
the strategy that seems to work here entails having the CSA efforts help reaffirm publics’
certainty about the relationship with the company and the company’s future moves. In the
same vein, revealing sincere motives, making long-term commitments, and communicating
corporate values and authenticity around the company’s CSA efforts can help buffer the
negative effects of negatively perceived violation of expectancies.

These recommendations may seem more cautious than those that scholars and practi-
tioners suggest to companies in the US (e.g., [95]), as ours are drawn from findings in the
Chinese context. Doing business in China requires understanding its institutional environ-
ment and moral idiosyncrasies, which can differ greatly from those of most Western liberal
democratic societies [9,96]. It should be noted that issue salience may vary across countries.
Some sociological issues that CSA engages in the US are not necessarily contentious and
salient issues in another society. Like CSR, CSA should also take into consideration con-
textual factors [93,97]. A promising sign, however, is that CSA on the same-sex marriage
issue could be positively received among Chinese consumers even though such behavior
was unexpected. Moreover, Ramasamy et al.’s [97] study found that many consumers in
China support companies that are socially responsible. This suggests that some parts of the
country’s complex operating environment are becoming more receptive to social advocacy.

6. Limitations and Future Directions

Despite its contributions, the current study has several limitations. First, although
structural equation modeling was used to test the proposed conceptual model, causality
between the variables could not be fully established without experimentally examining
the relationships between the endogenous and exogenous variables. Future studies could
use longitudinal or experimental methods to corroborate these results. Second, the survey
instruments featured three real Chinese companies and their CSA advertisements. Future
experiments could consider employing fictitious companies to eliminate the confounding
effects of prior attitudes and experience. Third, it can be inferred that participants’ own
sexuality could be an important influencer in the context of the current study. However,
out of 418 participants, only 4 participants self-reported as homosexual and 12 others
self-reported as bisexual. Thus, the sample of the current study only contained 3.82%
non-heterosexual participants, lower than the ratio of the homosexuals among the pop-
ulation found in previous academic research or public polls. It is possible that, under
the influence of traditional Chinese culture, participants’ responses were strongly subject
to social desirability bias. Nonetheless, the current study could not statistically include
sexual orientation as a covariate. Future studies, though, could opt for non-self-reported
measures to examine this question. Fourth, among the wide spectrum of corporate social
advocacy, the current study focused solely on the issue of same-sex marriage legalization.
Future research could examine CSA in general or further explore other important CSA
issues in China. In addition, the current study focused on the Chinese market, which is less
examined in terms of CSA communications. Future comparative studies could compare
consumers from different geographical regions and cultural contexts regarding their ex-
pectancies of CSA to further reveal how EVT can be applied to explain global differences in
CSA outcomes. Meanwhile, results regarding the effects of perceived authenticity in CSA
communications contradicted previous research. Future studies could investigate the rea-
sons for such inconsistent findings, especially regarding the meaning of CSA authenticity
to Chinese consumers in comparison to Westerners. Last, future studies could contextually
examine the cultural and political imperatives that shape Chinese consumers’ definitions
and expectancies of CSA, which would further illuminate how the Westernized concept of
CSA can be better adapted to the Chinese social–political environment.
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