
Sociopolitical Advocacy and the 
Role of Public Relations

Theoretical Developments and Emerging 
Perspectives on Corporate Social Advocacy 
and Related Constructs

Edited by Holly K. Overton and Nicholas Browning

First published 2026

ISBN: 978-1-032-97295-4 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-032-97296-1 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-003-59314-0 (ebk)

Chapter 9

Shaping Public Expectations

The Interplay of Individual, Organizational, 
and Social Determinants in 
Organizational Advocacy

Sung-Un Yang and Nicholas Browning

(CC BY-NC-ND 4.0)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003593140-11

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003593140-11


DOI: 10.4324/9781003593140-11

In its annual Trust Barometer, Edelman assesses respondents’ views of ethics 
and competency related to business, NGOs, government, and media. In 2021, 
business emerged as the only sector of the four viewed as both competent and 
ethical, and that trend has persisted (Edelman, 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024b, 2025). 
Respondents of the 2020 Edelman Trust Barometer indicated their heightened 
expectations for companies’ roles—including those of CEOs—in partnering 
with the government to create positive social outcomes (Edelman, 2020). With 
rising expectations for organizational advocacy (OA) from stakeholders, schol-
ars have found companies are actively working to fulfill these demands through 
proactive initiatives (Austin et al., 2019; Browning et al., 2020; Browning et al., 
2019; Dodd & Supa, 2014; Yang et al., 2022). While recent years have seen a 
heightened emphasis on how OA impacts external stakeholders and consumers 
(Chatterji & Toffel, 2019; Dodd & Supa, 2015; Weber Shandwick, 2016), a 
thorough investigation into the reasons why individual members of the public 
hold such elevated expectations of companies and their CEOs concerning pro-
social communication and actions remains lacking. In this chapter, we aim to 
theoretically explore this phenomenon by providing a comprehensive under-
standing of the individual, organizational, and social determinants that influ-
ence these expectations for OA.

Lack of Faith in Government

Individuals naturally desire improvements in their sociopolitical conditions; it 
is less apparent why business has emerged as a favored means for delivering 
that change. Business has historically faced significant distrust, particularly 
following in the late 19th- and early 20th-century periods of the Belle Époque 
and the Gilded Age. These periods of the later industrial age were marked by 
income inequality and social unrest (Piketty, 2014). The United States enacted 
measures such as the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890 to combat anticompeti-
tive monopolies. At the turn of the century, President Theodore Roosevelt 
used his bully pulpit alongside muckraking journalists to highlight abuses of 
businesses, which became foundational elements of the progressive movement 
(Milkis, 2009; Weinberg & Weinberg, 2001). Following the defeat of TR’s 
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progressive party, President Woodrow Wilson nevertheless continued to push 
for many of its principles, supporting the passage of the Federal Trade 
Commission Act of 1914, further protecting competition against monopolistic 
forces (Urofsky, 2012).

The interwar period was marked by further distrust of business in the 
United States, whose citizens were skeptical of corporate practices they felt led 
toward the Great Depression. Though Americans of the 1930s and 1940s 
remained broadly supportive of a capitalist economic system, they felt govern-
ment regulations were needed (Browning, 2018; Roper, 1949). The New Deal 
policies enacted during President Franklin Roosevelt’s administration were 
widely popular, and despite partisan divisions, Americans remain broadly sup-
portive of the Social Security program and generally approve of efforts to 
ensure access to healthcare and aid to the poor, all outgrowths of New Deal 
legislation (Pew Research Center, 2024; Rosentiel, 2010).

The New Deal reforms embodied the macroeconomic ideas championed by 
John Maynard Keynes, who believed government intervention could counter 
destructive boom-and-bust cycles that resulted from more laissez-faire 
approaches. He advocated for strategic government spending to stabilize 
employment and demand while simultaneously spurring private investment 
(Keynes, 1936; Wapshott, 2011).

In the decades that followed, from the Marshal Plan to the moon landing, 
the U.S. government showcased a general effectiveness at addressing many of 
society’s ill, and improving the lives of many citizens—though certainly not all. 
These developments likely explain why over 70% of Americans trusted the fed-
eral government “to do the right thing” in the postwar era of the 1950s, a 
highwater mark in that measure (Deane, 2024). That earned trust in govern-
ment began to erode following social upheaval during the Civil Rights struggle 
and Vietnam War, corruption scandals such as the Pentagon Papers case and 
Watergate, and the inability of government to effectively combat stagflation 
and the related economic crises of the 1970s (Bernstein & Woodward, 1974; 
Holt, 2021; Rothstein, 2017; Samuelson, 2010; Sheehan et al., 2017). Trust in 
the federal government fell to 30% during this era, marking a steep and rapid 
decline (Deane, 2024).

The Keynesian view dominated the political economy throughout the mid-
20th century, but classical liberalists persisted in pressing an alternative view, 
chief  among them Friedrich Hayek. A younger contemporary of Keynes, 
Hayek advocated for a more limited role of government in economic affairs, 
arguing that extensive central planning eroded individual liberty by awarding 
governments too much power over citizens’ lives (Hayek, 1944; Vallier, 2022; 
Wapshott, 2011). Hayek’s student, Milton Friedman, further opposed many 
foundational elements of the New Deal. Friedman served as an advisor to both 
President Ronald Reagan and Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, leaders 
instrumental in spurring a neoliberal revolution that favored decreased govern-
ment regulation, the promotion of free-market capitalism, and a more modest 
welfare state. While neoliberals view democratic governments as having 
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important roles to play, those roles are limited, and they remain skeptical of 
many government interventions (Friedman, 1962; Vallier, 2022).

The neoliberal view was the dominant philosophy of political economy 
through at least the early 21st century—and arguably continues to be. However, 
the skepticism with which neoliberals approach government intervention has 
been dwarfed by that of populist, nationalist, and other right-leaning political 
movements that have risen to prominence following the Great Recession of 
2008. Indeed, while neoliberals oppose the Keynesian approach of debt-
financed economic policies and centralized power and planning, they still envi-
sion a role for limited democratic governance. At various points, Hayek (1944) 
defended government constructing infrastructure, establishing natural disaster 
relief, funding healthcare, guaranteeing basic worker and consumer safety, and 
protecting the environment. Even the more libertarian Friedman (1962) pro-
posed negative income taxes, which amounted to wealth transfers from the rich 
to the poor as a means for reducing poverty.

Many right-leaning parties and governments of 2025 take a far more liber-
tarian view than the neoliberals who preceded them. As an example, many 
tenets of Project 2025, which have been embraced in the early days of President 
Donald Trump’s second term, represent immense departures from neoliberal 
ideals: embracing a unitary executive theory and an ideologically driven gov-
ernment bureaucracy; combatting free trade via tariffs and other isolationist 
policies; dismantling basic legal oversights; gutting the welfare state; limiting 
civic participation via restrictions on speech, press, and protest; etc. (American 
Civil Liberties Union, 2025; Dans & Groves, 2023). Effectively, majority senti-
ment regarding political economy has, over the past century, progressed as 
from a view in which government can address social, political, and economic 
ills toward one in which government creates social, political, and economic ills.

Withdrawal and Polarization

Of course, there are several non-governmental organizations—in particular 
charities, nonprofits, religious institutions, and various incorporated and unin-
corporated associations and groups—that have historically advocated for the 
advancement of numerous sociopolitical causes as well. Many NGOs continue 
to play that important role, and according to Edelman (2025), they are gener-
ally viewed as ethical, perceived as trusted, and thought to serve as “a unifying 
force that brings people together” (p. 33). However, we temper that optimism 
with caution.

In his observations of 19th-century American society, Alexis de Tocqueville 
noted the propensity of Americans to organize through private associations to 
achieve a litany of ends, all the while stressing the similarities among how these 
associations, cities, states, and the country as a whole are governed (de 
Tocqueville, 1840). Political scientists contend that, among other things, these 
private-sector associations are necessary for cultivating a habit of democracy; 
therefore, it is no accident that declining participation in these institutions has 
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coincided with declining faith in government, as well as other stalwart institu-
tions (Appelbaum, 2018; Meacham, 2018; Putnam, 1995, 2020).

Putnam (1995) was among the early voices sounding the alarm bell, and his 
work is arguably the most notable in this realm. He argues that the health of 
any democratic society depends on not only physical and human capital, but 
also social capital, which “refers to features of social organization such as net-
works, norms, and social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for 
mutual benefit” (p. 67). Putnam (1995, 2020) posits that the affinity for mean-
ingful association characterized by de Tocqueville (1840) offers a crucial means 
to generate social capital. Furthermore, the weakening of these binding ties 
results in declining social trust, a withdrawal from citizenship duties, and a pes-
simism toward democracy itself. Recent polling data suggest this erosion is 
both serious and persistent, as Americans display a startling lack of confidence 
in not only the government but also public schools, news media, organized 
labor, banks, the medical system, science, and organized religion (Deane, 2024; 
Saad, 2023).1

Indeed, social connections that once comprised essential aspects of 
Americans’ community and individual identities have shifted drastically in 
recent decades. Gallup reported that just 30% of Americans attended church 
weekly or nearly weekly in 2023, down from 42% in 2003 (Jones, 2024). 
Relatedly, in 1972, only 5% of Americans classified themselves as religiously 
unaffiliated; by 2020, that number had risen to 29%. Each age cohort is 
increasingly less religious than the one before, and religious nones will become 
a plurality sometime in the 2050s if  this trend continues (Pew Research 
Center, 2022).

Religious institutions are often associated with promoting charity and vol-
unteerism, the latter of which has also declined. In 2002, 28.8% of Americans 
16 and older spent some time volunteering. That number steadily declined 
before plummeting during the pandemic, though it has rebounded somewhat, 
to 26.1% in 2023 (Kiersz, 2016; U.S. Census Bureau, 2023). In addition to for-
mal volunteering, AmeriCorps (2023) also tracks informal helping. Though 
their findings on formal volunteering are similar to those of the U.S. Census 
Bureau (2023), the generational gaps are noteworthy, with younger generations 
engaging in less formal volunteering and informal helping than many older 
cohorts (Table 9.1, Figures 9.1 and 9.2).

Beyond these active forms of community engagement, we see declines in 
more passive areas as well. For instance, Americans are increasingly less likely 
to know and interact with their neighbors, particularly adults under 30 (Davis 
& Parker, 2019; Deane, 2024). Among the population as a whole, a majority 
never meet up with neighbors for parties or get-togethers, which were once 
relatively common (Davis & Parker, 2019; Thompson, 2025). Collectively, 
Americans are spending more time alone, at home, and using smartphones 
rather than socializing face-to-face, and this trend is especially pronounced 
among young adults, people of color, the poor, and the less educated 
(Thompson, 2025) (Figure 9.3).
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As traditional institutions and practices that build social capital unravel, 
political views have emerged as a dominant factor in our personal and social 
identities. Bishop (2008) argues that, in the United States, citizens are increas-
ingly segregating themselves geographically based on political affiliation, evi-
denced by congressional and presidential elections becoming less competitive 
in more districts across the nation. According to The Pew Research Center 
(2017), in the past 30 years, divides on political views have remained largely 
consistent across various demographic characteristics, except for political 
party, for which the gap has more than doubled. Similarly, through a study of 
ANES data, Iyengar and Krupenkin (2018) found a stark rise in affective 
partisanship, or the tendency of  members of  one party to dislike and distrust 

Table 9.1  �Volunteering Rates in the United States

Formal Volunteering  
Rate (%)

Informal Helping  
Rate (%)

Generation Z 24.5 36.4
Millennials 29.4 52.2
Generation X 32.3 61.2
Baby Boomers 27.7 62.2
Silent Generation or Older 21.4 54.1

Note: Based on data from AmeriCorps (2023)

Figure 9.1 � Who Knows Their Neighbors in the United States.

Note: “A half-century after ‘Mister Rogers’ debut, 5 facts about neighbors in U.S.” Pew Research 
Center, Washington, DC (August 15, 2019) https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2019/08/15/
facts-about-neighbors-in-u-s/.

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2019/08/15/facts-about-neighbors-in-u-s/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2019/08/15/facts-about-neighbors-in-u-s/
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members of  the opposition. Feeling thermometer ratings (0-100) toward 
rival parties have declined from 46.6 in 1980 to 19.9 in 2020, while feelings 
toward one’s own party have remained relatively constant over that same 
time (72.5 and 71.5, respectively). This finding suggests that anger toward 
outgroups could be a bigger driver of  polarization that support for one’s 
ingroup (Figures 9.4 and 9.5).

Increased Corporate Influence

Alongside a lack of faith in government, declining trust in traditional social 
institutions, and a rise in political polarization, the sociopolitical power and 
influence of business—in particular, multinational corporations (MNCs)—has 
increased. Notably, this phenomenon has deep historical roots. In Santa Clara 
County v. Southern Pacific Railroad Co. (1886), the Supreme Court asserted 
limited rights of personhood for corporations. Marchand (1998) documents 
how, from that time through the 1940s, organizations actively engaged in 

Figure 9.2 � Interactions with Neighbors in the United States.

Note: “A half-century after ‘Mister Rogers’ debut, 5 facts about neighbors in U.S.” Pew Research 
Center, Washington, DC (August 15, 2019) https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2019/08/15/
facts-about-neighbors-in-u-s/.

https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2019/08/15/facts-about-neighbors-in-u-s/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2019/08/15/facts-about-neighbors-in-u-s/
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efforts to morph from “soulless” entities into something more relatable and 
human, often through anthropomorphizing (e.g., AT&T’s use of “Ma Bell”), 
placing employees or executives front-and-center in marketing and consumer 
outreach efforts, and at times going so far as to “absorb some of the functions 
of traditional social institutions” (p. 45).

Figure 9.3 � In-person Socializing in the United States.

Note: This graph appeared in the article, “The Anti-Social Century” by Derek Thompson, and is 
reproduced here with The Atlantic’s permission.
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Figure 9.4 � Politics and Social Identity.

Note: “The Partisan Divide on Political Values Grows Even Wider.” Pew Research Center, 
Washington, DC (October 5, 2017) https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2017/10/05/the-partisan- 
divide-on-political-values-grows-even-wider/.
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Community relations efforts at that time showcase early support of social 
institutions by businesses. For instance, chain stores faced a backlash begin-
ning in the 1930s because individuals felt they drove local shops under and 
offered little to their municipalities. In response, chains engaged in numerous 
activities, including “the encouragement of employee participation in recog-
nized community activities” (Beattie, 1943, p. 252) to endear them to local 
populations. Chain grocers in particular involved themselves in civic and chari-
table work, donated surplus foods, and sponsored agricultural education, all of 
which we would consider CSR activities today (Browning, 2018). These and 
similar CSR efforts persisted and grew across various industries throughout 
the latter half  of the 20th century, and still continue (Carroll, 1999).

Smith (2003) speculates that “growing recognition of the failure of govern-
ments to solve many social problems and … the diminished scope of govern-
ment” (p. 55) have positioned business to step in to fill a needed gap. Other 
scholars further argue that the forces of globalism have extended the reach and 
power of MNCs, such that their power rivals or exceeds that of individual 
nation-states (Browning et al., 2022; Matten & Crane, 2005; Scherer & Palazzo, 
2007, 2011; Scherer et al., 2006; Scherer & Smid, 2000). Furthermore, the 
capacity of government to guarantee citizenship rights—namely social rights 
(i.e., the freedom to affiliate with others), civil rights (i.e., the freedom from 
abuses by others), and political rights (i.e., the freedom to participate in self-
governance) (see Marshall, 1964)—may be further diminished, such that busi-
nesses and other private sector actors have taken a greater role in administering 
and assuring said rights (Matten & Crane, 2005).

The growth of OA dovetails off—and perhaps serves as a continuation of—
previous CSR efforts. A notable distinction between CSR and OA is the contro-

Figure 9.5 � Increased Affective Polarization.

Note: From American National Election Studies (2020).
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versy and politicization that characterizes the latter practice. Across  
several works, Scherer and Palazzo argue that corporations have undergone a 
similar politicization in which they increasingly engage in sociopolitical prob-
lem-solving in consort with state and civic actors, which takes place against a 
backdrop of increased power and influence of MNCs (Scherer & Palazzo, 2007, 
2011; Scherer et al., 2006). Ultimately, this arises as a complex process of 
legitimization:

The legitimacy-ascribing environment of globally active corporations 
consists of a multiplicity of—often contradictory—legal and moral 
demands from a wide range of institutional and cultural environments in 
the different host countries. Accordingly, questions of corporate respon-
sibility are of a much higher level of complexity than in more homoge-
nous national contexts. For a corporation to deal with changing societal 
demands in a reasonable way, it must replace implicit compliance with 
assumed societal norms and expectations with an explicit participation 
in public processes of political will formation. We consider this shift the 
politicization of the corporation.

(Scherer & Palazzo, 2007, p. 1108, emphasis original)

Societal Shift of Social Norms Toward Greater Awareness of 
Sociopolitical Issues

There has been a marked shift in social norms toward increased awareness and 
involvement with a variety of social issues, such as climate change; human 
rights; diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI); and income equality (Benneker  
et al., 2020; Poteat et al., 2020). For example, compared to previous genera-
tions, Gen Z and Millennials have become drivers of climate change activism, 
primarily through their engagement with societal issues on social media (Tyson 
et al., 2021). We argue that, due to the prominence of social media and online 
parasocial relationships, individuals—especially younger people with signifi-
cantly greater social media use—recognize that on- and offline participation in 
hot-button sociopolitical and environmental issues has become “unwritten 
and implicitly reflects how people should behave in a group or society in cer-
tain situations and cultures” (Zhang et al., 2023, p. 2).

Benneker et al. (2020) found the interconnectedness of social norms with 
contemporary issues, such as human rights, reflects the observed shift toward 
greater awareness of sociopolitical and environmental matters (Benneker et al., 
2020). Poteat et al. (2020) noted the relationship between a shift in social norms 
that increases awareness of gender-sexuality alliances (GSAs) and the active 
participation of these alliances in advocating for and promoting sociopolitical 
efficacy among sexual and gender minority (SGM) youth. Collectively, these 
findings suggest a growing recognition of issues related to inclusion and rights, 
a common first step in most behavioral models (e.g., AIDA).
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Moreover, social norms influence the expectations for behavior among 
social actors, including individuals, groups, community members, and compa-
nies (Kormos et al., 2014; Schmidt et al., 2021). The connection between social 
norms and normative beliefs can be understood through both descriptive and 
injunctive social norms (Padon et al., 2016). Descriptive social norms refer to 
individuals’ perceptions of how most people behave in a given context. They 
reflect the typical or average behavior observed within a group or community. 
In contrast, injunctive social norms pertain to individuals’ perceptions of which 
behaviors others deem acceptable or unacceptable. These norms convey social 
expectations regarding how one should behave and are often connected to 
moral or ethical principles.

The norm activation model (NAM) (Schwartz, 1977) explains how indi-
viduals engage in prosocial behaviors. According to NAM, individuals must 
activate their personal norms to exhibit prosocial behaviors. To do this, they 
must be aware of  the consequences of  not engaging in prosocial actions (i.e., 
awareness of  consequences) and recognize their personal responsibility (i.e., 
ascription of  responsibility) in enhancing society through specific prosocial 
behaviors. Recent research has shown that younger generations are increas-
ingly aware of  environmental and social issues, leading to personal norms 
and expectations for companies’ sustainability initiatives (Hörisch et al., 
2019). NAM primarily emphasizes personal norms while also recognizing the 
impact of  social norms—both injunctive and descriptive—on individual 
behavior (Park & Ha, 2014). Social norms can bolster personal norms by set-
ting expectations for what is considered acceptable or typical behavior within 
a community.

We argue that the boundary condition of social actors regarding today’s 
social norms has expanded from individuals to companies, as individual entre-
preneurs have become more prevalent (i.e., one-person companies among 
numerous influencers, content creators, and marketers) and companies have 
emerged as a viable vehicle for addressing social problems. Thus, normative 
expectations have shifted from solely the individual to now include collective 
actors. Consumers increasingly expect brands and companies to take positions 
on sociopolitical issues, reflecting a shift in social norms that define acceptable 
corporate behavior (Schmidt et al., 2021).

In light of descriptive social norms, consumers notice that many brands 
openly address sociopolitical issues, creating a new standard for typical behav-
ior in the marketplace. As more companies take prosocial stances, consumers 
expect similar actions from other brands. This reinforces the notion that pro-
social behavior is now the descriptive norm within the industry. Moreover, con-
cerning injunctive social norms, there is a growing belief  among consumers 
that companies should foster social good (Becker-Olsen et al., 2006; Gaither  
et al., 2018). This belief  is shaped by societal values that emphasize responsible 
conduct. When consumers observe their peers’ supporting brands that take 
sociopolitical stances, they experience social pressure to expect and press for 
such actions, aligning their expectations with these wider societal values.
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The theory of normative social behavior (TNSB) also helps us understand 
the relationship between descriptive and injunctive social norms in predicting 
one’s prosocial behaviors or intentions (Mabry & Mackert, 2014). According 
to TNSB, when explaining behavioral intentions, the influence of descriptive 
social norms is stronger, especially when injunctive social norms are also high. 
This acts as a positive moderator alongside other factors such as outcome 
expectations, group identity, and ego-involvement. Moreover, this additional 
theoretical framework emphasizes that individual consumers extend their 
judgments of expecting company’s prosocial behaviors not only based on their 
own observations of normative behaviors (i.e., descriptive social norms) but 
also by applying social approval, “based on the perceived degree of peer 
approval and social sanctions associated with not engaging in the behavior” 
(Mabry & Macker, 2014, p. 133).

Therefore, individual consumers have experienced a shift in social norms 
toward greater awareness of sociopolitical issues, which has increased the acti-
vation of personal norms through increased awareness of consequences and 
recognition of personal responsibility. As societal expectations evolve, social 
norms regarding prosocial behaviors influence consumers’ expectations of cor-
porate actions. These norms define what behaviors are deemed acceptable or 
typical for companies and brands. Both descriptive and injunctive social norms 
help align corporate behavior and prosocial communication with consumers’ 
expectations, ultimately resulting in more OA.

The Impact of Social Media on Efficacy for Collective Problem-Solving

Self-efficacy theory suggests that belief  in our ability to succeed in particular 
situations greatly impacts our motivations and behaviors (Bandura, 1977). 
Social media create platforms for individual users to share information and 
connect with others, fostering a sense of community necessary for collective 
action. This process empowers individuals to believe they can influence politi-
cal processes and societal outcomes (Zúñiga et al., 2012).

However, this process is inexorably difficult given the inherent pluralism 
that forms the de facto condition of all political life. As Arendt (1958) describes 
it, pluralism reflects the reality that “men, not Man, live on the earth and 
inhabit the world,” and that “we are all the same, that is, human, in such a way 
that nobody is ever the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will live” 
(pp. 7–8). Because individuals can act independently in infinite and improbable 
ways, collaborative and collective actions are only possible within interspaces 
dedicated to debate and deliberation (Arendt, 1968). These interspaces do not 
come about naturally but are instead cultivated by societal leaders; therefore, 
we consider OA as a means by which organizations can fulfill this vital func-
tion, and social media as mechanisms for important sociopolitical discourse 
(Capizzo & Sommerfeldt, 2023).

From a Habermasian perspective, we might further conceptualize social 
media as part of the public sphere. Habermas conceives of the public sphere as 
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a normative space in which individuals form voluntary associations to debate 
and test ideas as equals. Moreover, discourse within the public sphere consti-
tutes a two-way process with an illocutionary aim, and therefore at least a 
potential for building consensus through dialogue—a prospect similar to the 
two-way symmetrical communication approach championed by excellence 
theory (Finlayson, 2005; Grunig, 1992; Habermas, 1962, 1981a, 1981b). Public 
spheres enable stakeholders to critically engage with sociopolitical issues and 
potentially mobilize around them.2

In this spirit, social media platforms may empower individuals to voice their 
opinions in the marketplace and hold companies accountable. For example, in 
the context of hospitality management, individual users publicly share their 
experiences and feedback on social media, influencing businesses’ reputations 
and practices (Gupta, 2019). Social media platforms serve as essential spaces 
for individuals, especially marginalized groups, to express their opinions and 
challenge societal norms (Sills et al., 2016).

Beyond individual efficacy, social media strengthen personal efficacy by 
allowing individuals to broaden their primary networks for greater collabora-
tion and the cultivation of social capital with other users (Wang et al., 2020). 
By expanding primary networks and leveraging influence through social media, 
individuals’ self-efficacy can evolve into collective efficacy, as demonstrated 
during social movements (Howard et al., 2011) and various company boycotts 
(Makarem & Jae, 2015). While controlling for situational motivations, Chon 
and Park (2020) also found that social media efficacy and affective injustice  
lead to an increase in social media activism. Therefore, we contend that the 
substantial rise in both individual and collective efficacy, driven by social 
media, has empowered consumers to demand that companies engage in proso-
cial behavior via their OA and CSR initiatives.

Social media have nurtured a strong sense of efficacy, particularly at the col-
lective level, as individual consumers frequently witness the desired results of 
consumer activism. In light of social proof (Cialdini, 2009), public conversa-
tions about corporate behavior and social issues have become more visible and 
amplified through social media. Social proof is a psychological phenomenon 
where people look to others’ behaviors for guidance, especially when uncertain. 
It stems from the tendency to conform to observed actions of those perceived 
as similar or more experienced. From a social proof viewpoint, consumer 
activism might be influenced by participating in a trend without having strong 
personal motivation or conviction. Occasionally, seemingly minor issues can 
escalate into major crises for organizations due to significant backlash from 
individual consumers (Pang, 2013). Social media also play a positive role by 
providing platforms for individuals to express their communication behaviors 
and form a collective identity around shared problems and perceptions, then 
press companies to join them (Literat & Kligler-Vilenchik, 2019).

As we noted earlier, personal norms regarding prosocial behaviors have 
expanded to encompass social norms. This shift has helped individuals form nor-
mative expectations of companies’ prosocial communications and actions via 
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descriptive and injunctive social norms. At the same time, individuals have expe-
rienced declining trust in government and traditional institutions. Consequently, 
they increasingly rely on companies as alternatives that hold enough influence 
and accountability to drive positive social change. For individuals to engage in 
activism encouraging companies to communicate and act prosocially, we believe 
that both personal and collective efficacy are essential. Social media have created 
platforms that allow individuals to express their sense of personal and collective 
efficacy, as well as foster a shared identity for problem-solving.

Evolving Preferences of Millennials and Gen Z

Millennials and Gen Z are particularly influential in shaping these expecta-
tions (Choi et al., 2020; Ewest, 2018). They are more likely to align their con-
sumption choices with their social and environmental values, and they seek out 
companies that demonstrate a commitment to sociopolitical causes. These 
demographic groups exercise significant market influence, further driving 
expectations for companies’ social advocacy efforts.

With high expectations and significant influence, younger generations 
increasingly reward and prioritize brands that show a genuine commitment to 
social issues beyond their immediate business interests (Pinto et al., 2019). 
Recent global polls reveal that 63% of Millennials and Gen Z are willing to pay 
more for products and services from companies that are committed to making 
a positive social and environmental impact (Deloitte, 2023). Additionally, 68% 
of them said they would stop purchasing from a company if  its statements and 
actions do not align with their values and beliefs (Edelman, 2024a). Thanks to 
social media, younger generations now have increased awareness of environ-
mental, social, and political issues, which shapes their personal norms and 
contributes to shared collective social norms regarding companies’ behavior 
and communication (Hörisch et al., 2019). Young generations offer greater 
incentives for corporate reputation and relationship building to those compa-
nies that demonstrate authenticity and accountability in their substantive cor-
porate actions (Xu & Chang, 2023).

Critics argue that younger generations prioritize impression management, 
focusing on how their peers perceive them. Therefore, while they may out-
wardly express concern for social issues and show support for companies and 
brands that engage in prosocial behavior, their actions may not align with these 
beliefs. For instance, addressing issues related to fast fashion and mass con-
sumerism, Pruthi and Kharbanda (2024) highlighted the hypocrisy of Gen Z 
regarding environmental and sustainability issues. However, we argue that fast 
fashion consumption behaviors should not solely determine the rejection of 
genuine motives and intentions toward positive social change, considering 
countervailing economic factors.

Also, in terms of self-expression and socialization, younger generations 
leverage social media to shape the expectations and practices of companies 
related to prosocial initiatives. They seek to connect with others who share 



184  Sociopolitical Advocacy and the Role of Public Relations

similar interests and to present themselves positively online through conform-
ing behavior (Kırcaburun et al., 2018). For younger generations, the pressure 
to conform and the need for collective action should be understood within the 
context of the social identity process rather than simply a form of impression 
management (Wang et al., 2020). Additionally, for younger generations, social 
media are used not only to gather information and express oneself  but also as 
tools for activism driven by a sense of unity and collective spirit (Stahl & 
Literat, 2022).

Meeting Expectations of Social Norms and Values

Increasingly, businesses recognize that OA can positively impact their bottom 
lines and reputations. In terms of signaling theory, demonstrating a commit-
ment to social causes can attract and retain customers, enhance brand loyalty, 
and attract top talent (Browning et al., 2020; Browning et al., 2019). Also, 
thanks to increased visibility in media, organizations can cut through content 
clutter to gain customers’ attention (Hambrick & Wowak, 2021). As individu-
als become more aware of potential benefits, they expect more companies to 
incorporate OA as a core part of their business strategies. Failure to meet 
expectations can result in decreased credibility, a tarnished reputation, a shift 
to other brands, and/or boycott behaviors (Yang et al., 2020).

As previously explained, stakeholders today possess both descriptive and 
injunctive social norms, along with a significant increase in personal awareness 
and personal norms about prosocial communications and actions. As such, 
both descriptive and injunctive social norms help align corporate behavior and 
prosocial communication with consumers’ expectations, ultimately promoting 
improved societal well-being through effective OA practices. Expectancy viola-
tions theory (EVT) explains how individuals may respond when others break 
social norms or communication expectations (Burgoon, 1993).

According to EVT, when such violations occur, individuals pay closer 
attention to unexpected situations and seek to discern the violator’s motives. 
Yang et al. (2020) indicated that the resulting violations can greatly affect 
stakeholder perceptions, especially in a hyperpartisan political environment. 
We argue that, despite anticipated benefits such as competitive business 
advantages and media attention, if  companies fail to satisfy consumers’ expec-
tations regarding their prosocial communications and actions, individual con-
sumers will begin to understand the motives behind this passiveness and 
recognize ulterior intentions. Browning et al. (2020) found when organiza-
tions took a stance on a sociopolitical issue rather than remaining silent, per-
ceptions of  communicated commitment were positively affected. Additionally, 
for non-partisan issues, when organizations took positions as industry leaders 
rather than followers, such effects of  OA on perceptions of  communicated 
commitment were stronger. According to EVT, these findings suggest that if  
organizations remain silent or merely follow the lead of  other organizations in 
OA, individual consumers will perceive violations of  their normative expecta-
tions and a decreased commitment to organizations’ prosocial efforts.
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Conclusion

This chapter tackled the underlying reasons for individuals’ heightened expecta-
tions of companies’ prosocial communication and actions in the context of 
OA. The chapter identified seven key factors at individual, organizational, and 
social levels, including (1) a lack of faith in government; (2) withdrawal and 
polarization; (3) increased corporate influence; (4) a societal shift of social norms 
toward greater awareness of sociopolitical issues; (5) the impact of social media 
on efficacy for problem-solving; (6) evolving preferences of Millennial and Gen 
Z publics; and (7) the need to meet expectations of social norms and values.

Younger generations have a heightened awareness of social, political, and 
environmental issues. A significant reason for this increase in awareness is the 
greater exposure to discourse facilitated by social media. Rather than just 
focusing on individual image management, social media users also come 
together to form identities that promote collective problem-solving. Such 
increasing awareness serves as the foundation for personal norms related to 
prosocial behavior, which includes descriptive and injunctive normative expec-
tations of various social actors, such as companies and CEOs. Recent polls of 
trust and credibility (e.g., Edelman, 2020, 2021, 2022, 2023; Edelman, 2024b, 
2025) have consistently suggested individuals perceive business as the most 
capable sector to deal with sociopolitical matters, alongside rapidly decreased 
credibility and trust in government and traditional institutions. Therefore, 
individual consumers now have strong normative expectations for prosocial 
actions and communications by companies and their leaders. When companies 
and CEOs fail to meet expectations (e.g., Volkswagen emissions scandal in 
2015, United Airlines passenger removal incident in 2017, Facebook/Meta pri-
vacy controversy with Cambridge Analytica in 2018), these violations increase 
scrutiny and public backlash against their values and operations.

Discussion Questions

	1	 Is the heightened expectation of companies’ ethics and competency due to 
diminished trust in government and traditional institutions, as suggested via 
fully functioning society theory? If  government and traditional institutions 
restore public trust and credibility, do you expect people to display lower 
trust in companies and CEOs? Or do you believe that the increased trust 
and credibility of companies operate independently of our trust in govern-
ment and institutions?

	2	 When it comes to adopting prosocial behavior on an individual level, what 
factors contribute to the gap between intended behavior and actual behav-
ior? What challenges might prevent stakeholders from engaging in prosocial 
behavior, despite their increased awareness and sense of personal 
responsibility?

	3	 How are personal values and political ideologies connected to the descrip-
tive and injunctive social norms that influence companies and their leaders 
in terms of OA? Specifically, is there a limit to how these social norms are 
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established and applied to companies based on an individual’s political 
beliefs and values? Or do these norms transcend personal ideologies and 
values? What are the implications of “sticky” sociopolitical issues (e.g., 
abortion) on expectations regarding companies’ social advocacy?

Notes

	 1	 We should point out here that, in many instances, the overall lack of trust in institu-
tions in part masks broad partisan gaps. For instance, this manifests in various 
measures, such as trust of news media (Democrats = 77% and Republicans 42%), 
higher education (D = 74% and R = 31%), and the Centers for Disease Control 
(D = 78% and R = 33%) (see Deane, 2024).

	 2	 The public sphere as conceptualized by Habermas shares many similarities with the 
marketplace of ideas theory, which places a premium on consensus building. 
Recently, several public relations scholars have challenged this ideal in favor of 
alternatives such as dissensus and agonism, though a complete discussion of this 
literature lies outside the scope of the current piece (see Aghazadeh et al., 2023; 
Capizzo & Feinman, 2022; Ciszek & Logan, 2018).
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