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ABSTRACT 

Adopting the dialogic theory of public relations, the research examined the 

definition, applications, and effects of dialogic corporation–consumer communication 

and strategies for and antecedents of corporation–consumer engagement (CCE) in 

mainland China’s social media when business is as usual. The research employed a 

mixed-methods approach. First, 36 in-depth interviews—targeting 20 social media 

managers from large corporations and 16 consumers who had continuously interacted 

with corporate social media accounts in China—were conducted to explore (1) the 

definitions of CCDC from both corporate and consumer perspectives, (2) corporate 

applications of CCDC, and (3) consumer expectations on how CCDC should be 

practiced. In addition, the interview data were used to modify the conceptual model 

that postulates how CCDC affects consumer engagement with corporate social media 

accounts. An online survey with 548 Mainland Chinese consumers who had followed 

at least one corporate social media account was then conducted to test the causal effects 

of the revised model using a structural equation model (SEM) analysis.  

The research found that Chinese corporations and consumers conceive CCDC 

when business as usual as a form of open, interpersonal conversation that most often 

manifests as social media threads within corporation–consumer message loops. CCDC, 

as an ethical communication orientation, was rarely applied among Chinees 

corporations nor was it expected by their consumers. Instead, they controlled how 

CCDC unfolds while allowing some degree of openness and mutuality when practicing 

it. Their consumers expected CCDC to be a corporate means of fulfilling consumer 
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needs, of providing technical and emotional support, and of establishing a social 

presence. Effective outcomes of CCDC in China’s social media included enhanced 

organizational effectiveness, improved consumer experience, and strengthened 

organization–public relationships (OPRs). Such outcomes were facilitated by a 

sufficient CCDC budget, effective risk management for CCDC, and good collaboration 

among a corporation’s marketing, public relations, and customer service functions. 

Apart from CCDC, corporations utilized emotionally appealing messages, entertaining 

content, and creating social presence in social media to engage their consumers. SEM 

results showed that CCDC enhanced consumer–corporation engagement (CCE) only 

via consumer–brand identification (CBI). Consumers’ gratification obtained by using 

corporate social media accounts did not affect CCE.  

The results of this dissertation project contribute to the public relations literature 

by providing an in-depth understanding of how corporation–consumer dialogic 

communication in social media is perceived and practiced in China and why. They also 

contribute to the literature by identifying the role of consumers’ brand identification in 

mediating the effect of dialogic communication and CCE in social media. 

 

Keywords: Chinese corporation–consumer dialogic communication; Consumer–

brand identification; Consumer–corporation engagement; Gratifications; Social 

media; The dialogic theory; Corporation–consumer communication
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

Mainland China (hereinafter “China”) has a complicated environment that 

much affects the theories and practices of public relations. Its rapid economic growth 

(The World Bank, 2022), market competitiveness (Textor, 2021), and relational 

orientation (Huang et al., 2018) foster the advancement of public relations as a 

discipline and profession in driving valuable communication between corporations and 

their publics, especially consumers. The distinct political system, cultural traits, and 

media landscape may distinguish the public relations practice in China from the 

practice in the Western countries (Jiang & Wei, 2013). 

Such an environment was made even more complicated by its media landscape, 

especially in the social media era. China has more than one billion internet users 

(Thomala, 2022a) who rely heavily on social media (Thomala, 2022b) because 

mainstream mass media were constrained in many ways. However, China is among the 

few countries where most people do not have access to major social media platforms 

such as Facebook and Twitter in the world, thereby making China’s social media 

platforms like Weibo, WeChat, and Douyin fierce battlegrounds for attention. These 

social media platforms are also heavily integrated with e-commerce platforms and e-

payments (Achim, 2021), offering a one-stop social and shopping experience and 

providing new potential for optimal communicative, interactive, and purchase 

experiences between consumers and companies in China. 

As such, Chinese corporations, perhaps more than their Western counterparts, 

have recognized the dominance of social media in China’s media landscape. They 
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therefore are keen to fulfill the potentials of social media for engaging their consumers. 

Coupled with a shortened purchase journey on social media platforms, consumer 

engagement in social media can be converted to sales at higher rates than before when 

consumers had to switch to a different platform for purchases (Achim, 2021). As such, 

consumer engagement significantly contributes to the tangible (sales growth, 

profitability) and intangible (quality organization–public relationships, loyalty, and 

word-of-mouth) outcomes of corporations (Chen, 2018). 

While engagement reflects consumers’ investments in specific brand 

interactions (Hollebeek et al., 2019), it also suggests their changing patterns of 

communicative and behavioral actions. These, in turn, require corporations to adjust 

their communication strategies from merely exploiting social media to building 

unidirectional and transactional relationships to becoming actively involved in 

dialogues with publics (Botan, 1997; Yang et al., 2015). In practice, dialogue entails 

mutual benefits for both organizations and publics to achieve long-term relationship 

objectives between both parties. However, as firms and managers are driven primarily 

by profit-making (Palmatier, 2008), public relations practitioners need to fine-tune 

suggestions and dispel potential concerns when they recommend dialogic 

communication to corporations. 

For example, corporations might ask, what exactly is dialogic communication 

and what is it for in practice? Do its benefits outweigh the risks it brings? Does it 

change people’s attitudes and behaviors, or does it unite engaged people? This research 

aimed to answer these questions in the context of China. 
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1.1 Research Objectives 

The research extends the dialogic communication research to China in the 

context of corporation–consumer communication. This area has drawn attention from 

public relations researchers, but little research has incorporated views of both the 

corporations and consumers to provide a more comprehensive understanding of 

organization–public dialogic communication in the Chinese context. Specifically, the 

research has three objectives. 

First, it aimed to identify the definitions of dialogic communication in China’s 

social media from the corporations’ and consumers’ perspectives. Previous research 

has examined the applications and effects of dialogic communication in China by 

employing its conceptualizations developed in the Western context, such as Buber’s 

(1986), and Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002). These conceptualizations might not 

entirely fit the Chinese environment with a different political system, media landscape 

and cultural traits from the West. The present study explores how public relations 

practitioners and consumers in China perceive the concept of dialogue in order to 

provide a discussion about the theoretical fit of dialogic communication within the 

Chinese environment. 

Second, the research aimed to explore the applications of dialogic 

communication by Chinese companies to engage digital publics. The study identifies, 

in particular, organizational and contextual constraints preventing organizations from 

fully employing dialogic communication in their communication practices. Huang and 

Yang (2015) noted that organizational characteristics are important factors of the 

execution of dialogic communication. In a media landscape that has social media 
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platforms and user groups different from those in most countries, China’s environment 

allows organizations to develop their own forms and channels of dialogic 

communication. Thus, it is worth exploring how Chinese corporations carry out 

dialogic strategies to engage publics on social media. In addition, exploring the 

obstacles that prevent organizations from engaging the public in dialogue could be the 

very first step toward eliminating them. Huang and Yang (2015) noted that 

organizational characteristics like risk tolerance and departmental compatibility are 

important factors affecting the execution of dialogic communication. This dissertation 

seeks to identify other factors, if any, in China that constrain organizations from 

implementing dialogue. 

Third, the research aimed to identify the antecedents of consumer–corporation 

engagement, if any, in the context of Chinese corporation consumer communication. 

Previous studies (e.g., Zhao & Chen, 2022; Liu et al., 2020) have suggested that 

dialogue or dialogic communication significantly predicts engagement. However, 

earlier research has focused mainly on engagement as revealed in publics’ interactions 

with corporate accounts, which was usually measured by counting likes, shares, and 

comments, or purpose and valence of comments (e.g., Men et al., 2018; Huang et al., 

2021). However, such measurements fall short of differing engagement of consumers 

from that of other stakeholders. Also, they fail to capture engagement of consumers 

who did not behaviorally interact with corporate accounts but engaged cognitively (e.g., 

being absorbed in corporate messages) or emotionally forming an emotional 

attachment to the corporate account). The current research aims to examine consumer 
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engagement in various forms as outcomes of dialogic communication. Moreover, 

previous research has seldom explored the underlying mechanisms by which dialogic 

communication has influenced other organizational and individual variables (Ao & 

Huang, 2020). Narrowing this research gap may provide a more convincing 

explanation of why and exactly how dialogic communication improves CCE.  

1.2 Theoretical Framework 

Based on Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002) dialogic theory, the theoretical 

framework of dialogic communication applied in the research for this dissertation 

defines the concept of dialogic communication in the context of corporation–consumer 

communication in China. According to Kent and Taylor’s (2002) theory, dialogue is an 

ethical as well as effective orientation toward public relations practice. Moreover, with 

the advent of social media, dialogue has justifiably become one of the most studied 

areas in public relations, as aptly captured in Ao and Huang’s (2020) systematic review. 

However, the concepts and effects of dialogic communication remain not only 

underused but also underexamined in China, a sociocultural setting that nevertheless 

offers a unique context for revisiting and developing dialogic theory and practice (Chen 

et al., 2020). Thus, the research for this dissertation built upon dialogic theory to 

address issues of corporation–consumer communication in China from ethical, 

relational, and practical perspectives. 

The research for the dissertation was also influenced by various theories and 

concepts, including dialogic conversation (Romenti et al., 2016), organization–

stakeholder dialogue (OSD; Chen & Zhao, 2021), social presence (Short et al., 1976), 

gratification, brand identification (Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012; Tuškej et al., 2013), 
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and consumer engagement (Dessart et al., 2013). Among them, the scales for the 

concepts of dialogic conversation and OSD were adapted to operationalize dialogic 

communication, because both scales examine dialogue on social media as processes of 

communication within interactions between an organization and its stakeholders (Chen 

& Zhao, 2021). Meanwhile, the concept of social presence was integrated into the 

dialogic communication framework in order to capture the interpersonal and relational 

essence of dialogue (Men et al., 2020).  

Ultimately, the relationships between dialogic communication, gratification, 

brand identification, and consumer engagement were tested. Previous scholarship has 

indicated a relationship between dialogic communication and public engagement, 

albeit very limitedly in the Chinese context (Ao & Huang, 2020). Because engagement 

is recognized as a key concept in the relational approach (Morehouse & Saffer, 2019) 

and because consumer engagement has profound implications for practice (Brodie et 

al., 2013), dialogic communication’s effect on consumer engagement in China is worth 

exploring. Beyond that, dialogic communication not only provides additional 

touchpoints for consumers to obtain functional and relational knowledge about certain 

corporations and thus increases their gratification and identification, which may 

consequently enhance their commitment to those corporations. For those reasons, the 

mediating roles of gratifications and brand identification were examined to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of CCDC’s effect on corporation–consumer 

communication in China. 

1.3 Research Design 

The research aims to achieve the above-mentioned objectives by conducting 
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two studies adopting a mixed-method approach. In Study 1, 36 in-depth interviews 

were conducted, targeting 20 social media managers from large corporations and 16 

consumers in China. The interview data collected in study 1 was thematically analyzed 

to (1) reveal the conceptualization of dialogic communication in relation to social 

media, (2) explore the applications of dialogic communication, (3) identify social 

media strategies used by Chinese companies for engaging digital publics, and (4) 

provides insights for developing an analysis frame for the next study.  

The second study surveyed 548 Chinese consumers who have followed at least 

one brand account in social media from an online panel to explicate the relationships 

between CCDC, gratifications, consumer–brand identification (CBI), and consumer–

corporation engagement (CCE). Study 1’s key findings were used to develop the 

measurements of dialogic communication and the hypothesized conceptual framework 

for testing. A SEM analysis was performed to investigate the effects of CCDC on CCE. 

The mediating effects of gratifications and CBI were also examined. 

1.4 Scope of the Research 

The study has the following delimitations. First, this research only examined 

corporation–consumer communication in social media. Communication between other 

types of organizations (e.g., non-profit organizations or government agencies) and 

publics (e.g., investors, media, community, and employees) in other media are beyond 

the scope of the study. Second, the study focused on corporate communication targeting 

consumers when business as usual. Corporate communication for abnormal situations 

(e.g., crises, emergencies, or merging and merger and acquisition) are beyond the scope 

of this study.  
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1.5 Theoretical Contributions 

The results of the research contribute to the development of both public 

relations and marketing concepts and theories. First, the research contributes to the 

literature of dialogic communication by providing a comprehensive understanding of 

how corporation–consumer dialogic communication is defined and implemented in the 

Chinese context. By extending the dialogic theory to a non-Western context, the 

research contributes to the cross-cultural adaptability of the dialogic theory, which aids 

the development of global public relations. Moreover, the dissertation incorporates the 

perspectives of both corporations and consumers, and thereby identifies the gaps 

between the perception and expectations of the two parties, providing a more 

comprehensive understanding of CCDC. Third, the research identifies the mediating 

role of CBI between CCDC and CCE. Finally, the research examines the effect of 

CCDC, gratifications, and CBI on consumer engagement, as compared with previous 

endeavors which examines engagement of publics or stakeholders in general. The 

focused approach captures the psychological and behavioral patterns of consumers 

distinctive from other publics. 

This research also informs the fields of marketing research. First, the findings 

expand the scholarship on brand identification by demonstrating how consumers’ 

brand identification mediates CCDC’s positive impact on CBI, pinpointing the 

significant role of corporate communication in branding. Furthermore, by explicating 

the relationship between CCDC, CBI, gratifications, and CCE, the research offers an 

advanced understanding of consumer engagement with brands’ social media 

accounts. 



 

9 

CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review chapter has three major sections. The first presents an in-

depth review of the literature of dialogic theory in public relations, revealing that the 

theory is a relational, public-centered approach of public relations that posits that 

dialogue, an ethical communication orientation, results from dialogic communication 

between organizations and publics. However, genuine dialogue pertains to interactions 

where trust, mutual equality, respect, and positive regard are present, and participants 

are willing to take risks. These prerequisites present challenges to corporation–

consumer dialogic communication in China with its media landscape, political system, 

and cultural context that differ from the Western context. The review, therefore, helps 

to formulate the first research question, which asks how dialogic communication has 

been defined and implemented by corporations and consumers in social media in China.  

The second section presents the scholarly understanding and theoretical 

knowledge of consumer engagement from the public relations and marketing 

perspectives. Based on the review, the section defines the concept corporation–

consumer engagement (CCE) as consumers’ communicative and behavioral actions 

toward an organization or among themselves and consumers’ cognitions and emotions 

resulting from such actions (Chen, 2017, 2018; Men & Tsai, 2014; Paek et al., 2013). 

The section then discusses the operationalization of CCE based on the three-

dimensional conceptualization of the term, explicating each dimension with the aid of 

previous research. Finally, a review of the literature suggests that socially mediated 

CCE is empirically underexamined as a multidimensional construct in the Chinese 
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context, in contrast to its increasing popularity in the literature. Thus, the second and 

third research questions are formed to explore strategies used by corporations to engage 

Chinese consumers and antecedents of CCE in the Chinese social media context. 

The third section proposes a hypothesized model drawn from previous sections. 

Underpinned by previous literature on dialogic communication and engagement, this 

section develops hypotheses that explore the relationship between the two variables in 

the context of social media in China. Moreover, drawing on previous literature that 

discusses the outcomes of dialogic communication and the antecedents of CCE, the 

section proposes the role of consumer gratification of corporate social media accounts 

and consumer brand identification in the hypothesized model. The chapter concludes 

with the findings from the literature review.  

Finally, the chapter concludes the findings from the literature review and ends 

with a summary of the proposed model and the hypotheses.  

2.1 Dialogic Theory in Public Relations 

2.1.1 An Overview of Dialogic Theory 

In the past two decades, dialogic theory has emerged as a widely accepted 

means of understanding the practice of public relations. Dialogic theory is a relational, 

public-centered, rhetorical approach to public relations that values the needs of the 

public and emphasizes communication to build genuine relationships with the public, 

especially by focusing on relational outcomes such as trust, satisfaction, and sympathy 

(Kent, 2017; Kent & Taylor, 2002).  

Dialogue is a concept with a long history in multiple disciplines of social 

science. The public relations perspective on dialogue has followed a formalist approach 
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(Chen et al., 2020), which views dialogue as social deliberation (e.g., Habermas, 1984) 

and a process of producing shared values and public reasons and reaching mutual 

understanding through rational argument (Kim & Kim, 2008). The concept was 

introduced to the field of public relations by Pearson (1989a, 1989b), who defined 

dialogue as an ethical communication process that nurtures relationships between 

organizations and publics. Inspired by the works of early thinkers, public relations 

scholars began to explore the potential of dialogue as an ethical orientation and 

effective means to public relations practice. 

The theory of public relations dialogue was proposed by Kent and Taylor, the 

leading theorists on dialogue in public relations (Kent, 2017). They first addressed the 

concept as existing in the background of mediated public relations and established a 

strategic framework for dialogic communication to guide relationship building online 

(Kent & Taylor, 1998). Later, they provided a far richer explication of dialogic theory 

by explaining the concept of dialogue as an ethical as well as effective communication 

orientation that results from ongoing dialogic communication (Kent and Taylor, 2002). 

In Kent and Taylor’s (1998) work, dialogic communication was defined as “any 

negotiated exchange of ideas and opinions” (p. 325), which encompassed five 

principles: dialogic loop, ease of interface, usefulness of information, generation of 

return visits, and conservation of visitors. According to Kent and Taylor (1998), a 

dialogic loop is an information-feedback loop that allows public questions, concerns, 

and requests to organizations, and organizations responses to them. The usefulness of 

information reflects an organization’s effort to “include information of general value 
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to all publics” (p. 327). The information provided could be addresses, phone numbers, 

and email addresses of people who hold valid positions in the organization. The 

generation of return visits means that sites contain features that attract repeat visits. For 

example, having information constantly updated, preferring online Q&A sessions, and 

making online representatives available to answer questions would also attract 

interested visitors. The sites that are easy for visitors to figure out and understand would 

be considered intuitive or designed in line with the principle of ease of the interface. 

Finally, conservation of visitors means that websites include only essential links that 

do not lead visitors astray (Kent & Taylor, 1998).  

Principles of dialogic communication have been empirically examined and 

tested in various organization–public communication settings, as captured in Ao and 

Huang’s (2020) systematic review of literature on the topic. Although dialogic 

communication affords the potential for dialogue to occur, it does not equal dialogue. 

Kent and Taylor (2002) have viewed dialogue as a product, not a process, that results 

from ongoing communication and relationship building. By extension, they have 

suggested a theory of public relations dialogue that identifies five features of such 

dialogue: mutuality, propinquity, risk, empathy, and commitment.  

Mutuality refers to “an acknowledgment that organizations and publics are 

inextricably tied together”, characterized by an “inclusion or collaborative orientation”, 

and “a spirit of mutual equality” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 25). Propinquity is an 

orientation to a relationship that advocates for a type of rhetorical exchange. 

“immediacy of presence,” “temporal flow,” and “engagement” are the three features of 



 

13 

dialogic propinquity. Empathy refers to “the atmosphere of support and trust that must 

exist if dialogue is to succeed” (p. 27). Empathy is characterized by“supportiveness,” 

a “communal orientation,” and “confirmation or acknowledgment” of others. Risk 

means that parties who engage in dialogue take relational risks (Kent & Taylor, 2021). 

“Vulnerability”, “unanticipated consequences”, and “recognition of strange otherness” 

are the three features of risk. Commitment is characterized by three features: 

“genuineness”, “commitment to the conversation”, and “a commitment to 

interpretation” (p. 29).  

Critics, however, regard dialogic theory as an attempt to advance ideological 

perspectives, labeling it a normative theory isolated from the real world (e.g., Burbules, 

2000; Jones, 1999). In response, Kent (2017) asserts that dialogic theory is highly 

practical, is premised on multiple valid interpersonal communication, relational, and 

philosophical principles that have existed for thousands of years, and centers around 

rhetorical assumptions related to cocreation of meaning (Heath, 2000, 2006). The fact 

that an organization has put the five dialogic strategies in place does not necessarily 

mean that it behaves dialogically. Instead, it could demonstrate that it is making an 

effort to live up to its dialogic potential. Rather than being a panacea or a pledge to 

behave dialogically or ethically (Kent & Taylor, 2002), dialogue “changes the nature 

of the organization–public relationship by placing emphasis on the relationship” (p. 24). 

Although Kent and Taylor’s theorization of dialogue has dominated the public 

relations literature, scholars have adopted different approaches to organization–

stakeholder dialogue. Among these scholars’ works, Romenti et al.’s (2016) 



 

14 

conceptualization and subsequent operationalization have captured the nuances of 

dialogue enacted on social media platforms (Chen & Zhao, 2020). Incorporating 

dialogic theory in evaluating the quality of organization–stakeholder conversation, 

Romenti et al. (2016) defined dialogic conversation as the exchanges of sequential 

micro-communicative processes built around dialogic communication, with a 

particular emphasis on actual dialogue existing in social media interactions. As such, 

their definition and measurement are especially useful in the context of social media 

organization–stakeholder communication. 

2.1.2 The History of Dialogic Theory 

Dialogue is not a late-modern invention but rather originated from the ancient 

Greek and Roman philosophers (Kent, 2017). Linder (2001) has elaborated: “Plato’s 

Socratic interrogations in pursuit of self-knowledge and virtue and the Athenian 

deliberations for collective governance have both informed the contemporary 

theorization of dialogue.” (p. 653). The Socratic model, representing dialogue as a 

mode of inquiry to unveil the underlying truth of a thing, has informed later thoughts 

on dialogue including Heidegger’s and Gadamer’s hermeneutics and Bohm’s 

cosmology. The Athenian model considered dialogue as a mode of will formation, with 

the focus on reaching a shared understanding of conditions and sentiments as a basis 

for collective action, which was consistent with Habermas’ public sphere and Dewey’s 

democratic community (Cammack, 2020; Linder, 2001, 2002; Peters & Besley, 2021).  

However, both those earlier models were based on a social background that 

supported meaningful public talk (Blake, 1990). Modernity has resulted in drastic 



 

15 

social and economic transformations that have hastened the decline of dialogic 

practices by separating people from such shared social backgrounds. To address the 

problems that modernity poses for dialogue, later theorists have inherited and refined 

the classical models (Linder, 2001), forming two approaches to dialogue: the 

descriptive that focuses on epistemological issues and the prescriptive that makes 

axiological issues central (Stewart et al., 2004). 

The descriptive approach, featured by Bakhtin (1981, 1986), uses the term 

“dialogue” as a defining feature of human beings (Escobar, 2009; Stewart et al., 2004). 

Dialogue is considered as derivative (Linder, 2001) and inherent in all human life 

(Stewart & Zediker, 2000). The prescriptive approach, on the other hand, considers all 

human meaning-making as inherently relational, but not necessarily dialogic (Stewart 

et al., 2004) because dialogue is seen as a communicative ideal that results in reasoned 

social action and agreement (Escobar, 2009; Linder, 2001). Buber’s (1970) I and Thou 

connection sets the principles for prescriptive dialogue: highly mutual, present, direct, 

exclusive, responsible, ephemeral, and elusive (Górzna, 2014; Hyde & Bineham, 2000). 

As such, the prescriptive approach attends to how dialogue should proceed (Linder, 

2001) and thus has a greater impact on the fields of management, organizational 

development, and public relations (Escobar, 2009). 

Linder (2001) further organized the prescriptive approach into three families: 

the formalist, the hermeneutic, and the pragmatic. These families of approach were 

divided along a continuum for heuristic purposes, despite their overlap and mutual 

reinforcement (Linder, 2001). The formalist approach is inspired by Habermas, who 
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views dialogue as social deliberation, with rational argument as its prototype. Such a 

rational argument should be reasoned, open, reciprocal, and uncoerced, formed through 

coordinated activities and normative commitments, and serves as the building block 

for reaching an understanding rather than manipulation or coercion (Habermas, 1984). 

The hermeneutic approach, advocated by Gadamer and Bohm, emphasizes how 

dialogue guides social and cultural inquiry. It is necessary that a dialogue should follow 

the structure of question and answer, to make sure partners do not talk at cross-purposes 

(Gadamer, 1989). As such, dialogue helps participants reach a shared meaning and 

understanding of each other, genuinely seeing the other’s points (Bohm, 2010). The 

pragmatic approach, following Dewey and Freire, considers dialogue as a social action, 

where people share common experiences to solve problems by collective intelligence 

(Dewey, 1916). Dialogue thus serves as a tool for the improvement of society rather 

than personal gain (Freire, 1970; Kent, 2017). 

Despite this categorization, the three families of approaches share a lot in 

common. They all seek answers to the questions of how dialogue should proceed and 

why dialogue retains its appeal to theorists and its potential to society (Linder, 2001), 

with an emphasis on ethical issues. The public relations perspective on dialogue owes 

much to all three traditions, and it mostly embraces the formalist approach (Chen et al., 

2020). It was introduced to the field of public relations as a response to the functional 

perspective of public relations, which was prevalent in the early years of public 

relations (Botan & Taylor, 2004; Kent, 2017). 

2.1.3 The Relational Perspective on Dialogue 
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The dialogic theory in public relations has been widely recognized as a 

representative of the relational approach (Botan & Taylor, 2004). In recent decades, the 

move from a functional approach to a cocreational/relational one has been the most 

striking trend in public relations (Botan & Taylor, 2004). Once prevalent, the functional 

approach included studies of business-oriented topics such as advertising, marketing, 

and media relations, with a focus on sales and profitability. The cocreational/relational 

approach assigns implicit values to relationships, transcending achievements made on 

the organizational side (Botan & Taylor, 2004), with a long-term focus on developing, 

maintaining, and enhancing two-way relationships between organizations and publics.  

The transition from the functional to the relational approach was laid out by 

Ferguson (1984), who was the first to propose that the relationships between 

organizations and their publics should be the unit of analysis and focus of theorizing 

(Botan & Taylor, 2004). Following Ferguson, scholars reinforced the central role of 

relationship as the focus of public relations. For example, Ehling (1992) noted that the 

shift from influencing opinion to managing relationships “indicates an important 

change” (p. 622) in the theorization of public relations. Leitchy and Springston (1993) 

further called for establishing a normative theory that could “instruct practitioners on 

how to try to develop or change an organization–public relationship from one relational 

phase to a more desirable one” (p. 334). Cutlip et al. (1994) defined public relations as 

“the management function that establishes and maintains mutually beneficial 

relationships between an organization and the publics on whom its success or failure 

depends” (p. 6). Center and Jackson (1995) argued that positive relationships should 
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be the desired outcomes of public relations practice.  

The cocreational/relational perspective has often been recognized as a more 

ethical approach. The linkage between dialogue and relationship runs through the 

history of the dialogic theory. For example, Martin Buber, an early theorist of dialogue, 

viewed dialogue as the basis of a relationship. He saw human communication as an 

intersubjective process, where parties join a dialogue-based relationship with openness 

and respect (Buber, 1923). Habermas’s conceptualization of dialogue also involves a 

cooperative, communicative relationship, in which all parties believe that ethical 

communication cannot be dominated by any of them (Habermas, 1984, 1990). Other 

scholarly fields such as psychology and relational communication have also considered 

dialogue, or a stance of “unconditional positive regard”, to be a character of an ethical, 

fulfilling relationship (Kent & Taylor, 2002). 

The framework of the digital dialogic principles was proposed to guide the 

building of relationships (Kent & Taylor, 1998). They have noted that organizational 

websites and homepages were originally used merely as outlets for news releases and 

dissemination of organizational information. However, the World Wide Web could 

offer a multichannel environment where organizations and publics may negotiate 

relationships, allowing immediate response and feedback to organizational problems. 

The digital dialogic principles provide guidance to practitioners on how to utilize the 

world wide web to build mutually beneficial relationships with publics. 

For example, the principle of dialogic loop allows both public questions, 

concerns, and requests to organizations, and corresponding organizational responses, 
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representing both parties’ commitment to negotiate relationships; the usefulness of 

information provides publics with useful and trustworthy information, which builds a 

solid foundation of relationships by addressing the publics’ interests and concerns; the 

generation of return visits creates the conditions for long-lasting relationships; the ease 

of interface allows users to easily pursue further informational issues and dialogic 

relationships; and the conservation of visitors reflects organizations’ commitment to 

long-term relationships (Kent & Taylor, 1998). 

The digital dialogic principles incorporate the potential for dialogue and 

relationship building. However, without the essential tenets of genuine dialogue, the 

potential will be squandered and a mutually beneficial relationship will be a nonstarter. 

Only genuine dialogue could “change the nature of the organization–public 

relationship by placing emphasis on the relationship” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 24). The 

five features of dialogue all reflect a relational orientation. 

For instance, mutuality was conceptualized as the recognition of organization–

public relationships. Implicit in mutuality was an orientation to an equal and 

collaborative relationship. Propinquity is also an orientation to relationship building, 

as it advocates for rhetorical exchanges. Empathy, or sympathy, creates an atmosphere 

of support and trust, characterized by supportiveness, communal orientation, and 

confirmation. Empathy makes publics feel respected and that they are being taken 

seriously, encouraging them to engage in a further relationship with the organization. 

Risk makes parties who engage in dialogue relationally vulnerable but also offers great 

reward of stronger organization–public relationships. Finally, commitment is key to a 
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genuine relationship because it requires dialogic encounters to make efforts to sustain 

and improve the relationship (Kent & Taylor, 2002). 

Dialogue enables relationships between organizations and publics to be fostered 

in a genuine, communicative, and interpersonal sense (Kent, 2017). Relationships that 

enable organizations and publics to cocreate meanings make it difficult to conduct 

dialogue through mass or mediated communication (Kent, 2017; Li & Kent, 2018) 

since the participants in these are unlikely to be identified, which reduces the feelings 

of security and trust of all involved (Li & Kent, 2018). However, social media, 

representative of an emerging communication paradigm, are capable of enabling 

dialogue (p. 17) since they exhibit “the potential for real-time interaction, reduced 

anonymity, . . . a sense of propinquity, . . . short response times, . . . and the ability to . . . 

engage the social network irrespective of when it is fit for each particular member” 

(Kent, 2010, p. 645).  

2.1.4 Dialogue, Dialogue in Name Only, and Dialogic Communication 

The framework of dialogic communication was adapted to other online 

communication platforms by scholars, like blogs and social networking sites (Ao & 

Huang, 2020). However, it seems that the application of Kent and Taylor’s dialogic 

principles have somehow constrained the theory development of dialogue (Morehouse 

& Saffer, 2018; Wirtz & Zimbres, 2018). Kent and Lane (2017) also noted, “The focus 

is almost always on functional features intended to increase the ‘potential’ for a positive 

outcome for organizations, with little regard for the actual needs or interests of 

stakeholders” (p. 572). The mistake that is made with dialogue, as Kent and Theunissen 
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(2016) argue, is “the assumption that dialogue is something simple that just happens 

rather than a process of repeated exchanges and interactions that culminate in a product 

that is called dialogue” (p. 4044).  

Indeed, the key principles of dialogue—including mutuality, propinquity, 

empathy, risk, and commitment (Kent & Taylor, 2002), and the attributes of dialogic 

communication, such as mutuality and openness (Yang et al., 2015)—create a climate 

in which publics are encouraged to engage. Scholars view engagement in relation to 

the manifest outcomes (e.g., numbers of likes, reposts, and comments on the websites 

or social media accounts of organizations) of organizational online dialogue strategies 

(e.g., Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Taylor et al., 2001).  

However, the concept of dialogue has been used by public relations scholars 

and practitioners too haphazardly, as Kent and Lane (2021) argue. Many organizations 

have not tapped into the dialogic potential of online communication platforms but 

instead use them for information dissemination (Linvill et al., 2012; Rybalko & Seltzer, 

2010). Most of the research has also addressed dialogue superficially, focusing on 

functional aspects of the media (Men et al., 2018). Studies have also focused on the 

interactive features of social media platforms as indicators or determinants of dialogue 

(Men et al., 2018; Bortree & Seltzer, 2009). This is problematic because implementing 

the five internet principles do not equal genuine dialogue. McAllister-Spooner (2009) 

argued that implementing these digital dialogue principles is only the first step of 

relationship building. The five dialogic principles provide the potential to facilitate 

dialogue, but that does not necessarily translate into genuine dialogues (Kent & Taylor, 
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2004).  

In addition to reducing dialogue to merely website-design features, Kent and 

Theunissen (2016) have argued that much of the dialogic scholarship was actually what 

they call D-I-N-O, that is, dialogue in name only, because they failed to examine most 

aspects of dialogue. The so-called D-I-N-Os include talk, conversation, or two-way 

communication, and they often involve efforts to advance organizational interests, and 

treat publics strategically, as means to organizational ends (Kent & Lane, 2021).  

One explanation for the wide misperception and misapplication of dialogue 

may be partially because the five genuine dialogic features (Kent & Taylor, 2002) had 

overlaps to some extent and were not clearly operationalized. At the same time, 

dialogue is an elusive product that is hard to come by, not a process that can be 

monitored (Kent & Taylor, 1998; Kent & Lane, 2021). Even so, organizations can 

create situations that foster dialogue by managing and monitoring communication, as 

was the focus of my research. Against that background, I adopted a communicative 

perspective on dialogue and examined the process of dialogic communication instead 

of dialogue. Although classical thinkers of dialogue, including Buber, Bakhtin, and 

Bohm, did not base their thinking on theories of communication, the communicative 

perspective has great potential to contribute to the theory of dialogue (Pearce & Pearce, 

2004).  

Dialogic communication has been defined by Kent and Taylor (2002, p. 325) as 

“any negotiated exchange of ideas and opinions” and by Yang et al. (2015) as a 

communicative orientation toward dialogue to bring about mutually beneficial 
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relationships. Along those lines, I sought to build on Kent and Taylor’s (2002) and Yang 

et al.’s (2015) work by adopting a conceptualization of dialogic communication and 

testing its operationalization, integrated with social presence theory and reified 

principles and strategies in the Chinese context. 

2.1.5 Prerequisites of Dialogue 

Kent and Lane (2021) argued that many scholars examine how dialogue takes 

place in social media without first querying whether dialogue could be happening. If 

there is no dialogic potential, genuine engagement will not happen, because only 

communication based on dialogic principles yields genuine engagement (Li & Kent, 

2021). According to Kent and Lane (2021), several prerequisite conditions as follows 

must exist, otherwise dialogue cannot occur. 

Trust. Trust between organizations and publics has been identified as an 

outcome of genuine dialogue. For example, Yang et al. (2015) found a significant 

positive correlation between the perceived quality of dialogic communication and the 

level of trust, while other researchers have observed significant positive effects of 

dialogic communication on the quality of organization–public relationships (e.g., 

Bruning et al., 2008; Kent & Taylor, 2002). Trust has been viewed as a key dimension 

of organization–public relationships as well (e.g., Hon & J. E. Grunig, 1999; Huang, 

2000). As such, trust may be the most pertinent outcome of genuine dialogue, which 

seeks common ground, reciprocity, empathy, and open, honest communication (Yang 

et al., 2015). Although such dialogue can put organizations in vulnerable or risky 

situations (Kent & Taylor, 2002), when publics perceives that organizations are willing 
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to take relational risks and be vulnerable, the relational trust becomes stronger. 

Trust is also a prerequisite of dialogue. According to Kent and Lane (2021), 

dialogue cannot occur when parties do not trust each other. Such distrust often results 

from a power differential, for power inequality often induces the inferior party’s fear 

of its superior counterpart. To maximize trust, parties have to show an increased 

willingness to take risks. If either party perceives that they cannot afford the 

consequences of risks, or that they might be “used, exploited, or taken advantage of, 

there can be no dialogue” (Kent & Lane, 2021, p. 6). In that way, trust and dialogue are 

interdependent and form a virtuous cycle. Therein, preexisting trust ensures that 

dialogue is possible, while dialogue, in turn, reinforces that trust, which further 

facilitates genuine dialogue. Indeed, as Kent and Theunissen (2016) have noted, “One 

of the central features of dialogue is a relationship of trust” (p. 4041). 

Respect and positive regard. Dialogue is based on both parties’ unreserved 

respect (Kent & Theunissen, 2016), both other party and of the communication in 

which they are participating (Kent & Lane, 2021; Kent & Taylor, 2021). Mutual respect 

and positive regard cannot occur without trust, and they are also the basis for dialogue. 

As Li and Kent (2021, p. 6) have explained, 

 

Dialogic theory represents a relational approach rooted in the notion that people 

should be treated with kindness and respect, incorporating ideals from 

interpersonal communication, reciprocal favoritism (the golden rule), and 

Kantian philosophy. (cf. Buber, 1923/1970) 
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Kent and Lane (2021) have also noted that dialogue cannot occur if members of either 

party believe that the other party has no right to be part of the conversation, or when 

participants believe that the communication is inauthentic, does not represent all voices, 

or has a predetermined outcome. Likewise, when participants see others as difficult to 

communicate with because they are inferior in any way, dialogue cannot occur. 

Risk. Dialogue cannot happen when communication is instrumentalist, or 

persuasive (Kent & Lane, 2021). It is not dialogue if an organization uses dialogue as 

a tool to achieve its own desired goals, or to persuade the other party. Instead, dialogue 

achieves mutual goals and facilitates mutual understanding. Engaging in dialogue 

means the willingness to give the participants’ whole selves to encounters (Kent & 

Taylor, 2002) with an orientation toward mutual understanding and/or mutual decisions 

rather than strategic self-interest (Heath et al., 2006).  

However, for organizations, giving themselves entirely and letting publics 

know and understand them is risky business. Problems within organizations may be 

publicized during the process that have unanticipated consequences; debates may occur; 

and issues may arise from those debates and become further sharpened (Heath et al., 

2006). Beyond that, when organizations no longer seek control over the communication 

process, they become vulnerable to manipulation or ridicule by their encounters (Kent 

& Taylor, 2002). Dialogue is so difficult for those very reasons. In fact, according to 

Huang and Yang (2015), risk avoidance is a key factor that prevents organizations from 

implementing dialogic communication.  
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For organizations, which largely implement public relations to reduce 

environmental risks and maximize stability, predictability, and profits, the concept of 

dialogic risk is difficult to accept (Kent & Taylor, 2002). However, a communication 

process in which one party takes no risk whatsoever often means that another party 

takes on tremendous risk. A relationship in which one party is in full control and is 

never vulnerable typically suggests a high imbalance of power, one that signals a 

distorted relationship. Only when both parties assume some degree of risk can they 

create understanding to minimize uncertainty and misinterpretation. Even if 

uncertainty lingers, dialogue can open a channel for sharing information (Kent & 

Taylor, 2002). 

2.1.6 Dialogic Communication and Social Presence 

Social presence theory has been studied in disciplines including communication, 

education, psychology and computer-mediated communication (C. Li & Kent, 2018). 

In the latter, it is found to account for interpersonal effects in different communication 

settings (Walther, 1992). As defined by Short, Williams, and Christie (1976), social 

presence is the “degree of salience of the other person in the interaction and the 

consequent salience of the interpersonal relationships” (p. 65). Gunawardena (1995) 

elaborated on this by stating that social presence represents “the degree to which a 

person is perceived as a ‘real person’ in mediated communication” (p. 151). Krejins et 

al. (2010) further elaborated that social presence represents the extent to which “the 

other” appears to be a “real” physical person in either an immediate or a delayed 

communication episode.  
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Social presence, as Li and Kent (2018) argued, is strongly relevant to dialogue 

and engagement. In its philosophical origins, the dialogic perspective is located in an 

awareness and a respect for others as unique and whole persons (Buber, 1965; cited in 

Cissna & Anderson, 1998). Consistently, the essence of social presence also lies in how 

a communicator perceives “the other” in communication. With higher levels of social 

presence, interlocutors will be perceived more as a genuine person rather than a 

generalized “other” (Gunawardena, 1995). Especially in a corporation–consumer 

communication setting, perceived social presence can facilitate consumers’ recognition 

that corporations are unique, whole, and genuine persons, rather than a cold and non-

human organization in an advantageous position. As such, social presence sets a 

fundamental ground for dialogue to take place.  

Moreover, social presence has been described as a genuine form of 

interpersonal communication characterized by intimacy and immediacy (Gunawardena, 

1995; Li & Kent, 2018). Similarly, dialogue is seen as a specialized form of 

interpersonal communication (Sommerfeldt & Yang, 2018), requiring the interlocutors 

to acknowledge each other in the relationship and treat each other as equals (Kent, 2017; 

Kent & Lane, 2017; Men et al., 2018). Social presence includes recognizing the 

relationships of interlocutors - their coexistence, togetherness, and reciprocity - in 

computer-mediated communication (Kreijns et al, 2011), in line with the principles of 

mutual equality, immediacy of presence, supportiveness and genuineness (Kent & 

Taylor, 2002).  

In short, social presence captures the interpersonal character and relationship 
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orientation of dialogue (Men et al., 2018), and offers important values to advance 

dialogic theory. First, it approximates face-to-face communication, and leads to 

interlocutors perceiving a medium as ‘‘warm’’, personal and sociable (Cyr et al., 2007), 

which suggests that it extends the dialogic principles of empathy and genuineness. It is 

through projection of social presence and recognition of the presence of others, both as 

being “genuine” and “connected”, that communicators foster genuine dialogue (Li & 

Kent, 2018; Men et al., 2018). As argued by Tu (2000), the foundation of online social 

interaction does not exist when social presence is low. Social presence has also been 

found to be a determinant of participation (Koh et al. 2007; Shen et al. 2006; Stacey 

2000) and social interaction (Cobb 2009; Garrison and Anderson 2003; Lowenthal 

2010; Stacey 2002; Swan 2002; Tu and McIsaac 2002), and trust (Gefen & Straub, 

2003; Cyr et al., 2006; Hassanein & Head, 2007; Hassanein et al., 2009). While 

participation and social interaction contribute greatly to consumer engagement (Kujur 

& Singh, 2017), trust is pertinent to effective dialogic communication (Lewicki et al., 

1998; Kramer, 1999; Yang et al., 2015). In this sense, social presence is what makes 

activities such as dialogue and engagement possible (Li & Kent, 2018).  

In recognition of the ways social presence informs dialogic theory, the current 

study follows the proposal of Men et al. (2018) to integrate social presence into the 

dialogic framework to address the interpersonal and social aspects of dialogue. The 

communicative strategies of social presence will be integrated with modified dialogic 

principles to examine how organizations use dialogic communication to engage 

consumers in social media in China. 
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2.1.7 Critiques of Dialogic Theory 

As Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002) dialogic theory becoming an influential 

approach of public relations (see a systematic review by Ao & Huang, 2020), 

communication scholars have paid more attention to theories of dialogue in the last 20 

years (Anderson & Cissna, 2008). As most of the existing work on dialogue—including 

Kent and Taylor’s framework—has been inspired by a few theorists including Martin 

Buber, Mikhail Bakhtin, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Jürgen Habermas, and David Bohm 

(Anderson & Cissna, 2008), critiques of the dialogic theory in public relations and in 

communication might help allow underappreciated approaches and issues to be 

illuminated.  

First, dialogue is regarded as the most ethical (Habermas, 1984) and noble 

(Krippendorf, 1989) form of communication, as it is often deemed to place publics as 

equals with the organization (Kent & Taylor, 2002). However, Cissna and Anderson 

(1998) pointed out that no relationship exhibits complete equality, especially between 

organizations and publics with differential access to resources (Deetz, 1992). Since the 

organization is often the party with advantageous access, its dialogue with its publics 

would be largely dependent on the ethics of the organization. As Theunissen and Wan 

Noordin (2009) have argued, there is no incentive for corporations to engage in genuine 

dialogue with publics unless their future survival and success rely on the relationship 

built through dialogue. Thus, some critics see dialogue as a normative theory 

describing an ethically ideal status between organizations and publics but divorced 

from the real world (e.g., Burbules, 2000; Jones, 1999). 
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Second, dialogue is often viewed as being in stark contrast to strategy, goal-

oriented success, and instrumental effectiveness (Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2009; 

White, 2008). However, White (2008) argued that strategic, goal-oriented 

communication is often woven together with dialogue in the communication process. 

In most situations, interlocutors—neither an organization nor the public—may “choose” 

to perform dialogic or strategic communication unilaterally but largely according to the 

situation as enacted by its participants (Silverstein, 2004). Since interlocutors will 

embrace risks (thereby, being vulnerable) by showing their whole selves to form 

genuine dialogue, they will likely be manipulated or exploited if the other party does 

not communicate dialogically (Heath et al., 2006; Theunissen & Wan Noordin, 2009). 

Thus, strategies and goal-oriented communication are used in many cases for self-

protection when interlocuters have not formed a trusting relationship, the prerequisite 

to dialogue. 

Third, as argued by Chen et al. (2020), scholars holding dialogue in its most 

ethical form might fail to capture various forms of dialogue as a communication 

function to achieve different purposes, such as relationship cultivation between 

organizations and their publics. For example, while Kent and Lane (2021) argued that 

dialogue is not possible when power is disproportionate, Smith’s (2008) study revealed 

how a form of dialogue has developed in an authoritarian regime of high-power 

distance. Such dialogue is often initiated by dissidents to express their views, which 

often bring punishment by the authorities. However, the endeavor creates hope for 

dialogic communication to make societal progress. Another example is that Kent and 
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Lane (2021) argue that dialogue is not just conversations for exchanging information. 

However, in a corporation–consumer communication setting, conversations for a 

strategic objective are common practices in social media. These conversations should 

not be excluded from dialogue because they serve the purpose of information exchange, 

interactions, and socialization (Bohm, 1996; Chen et al., 2020; Kornum & Mühlbacher, 

2013; Romenti et al., 2014).  

2.1.8 Operationalization of Dialogic Communication 

Scholars have continuously studied dialogic communication in a substantive 

way by testing dialogic principles, building dialogic theory, and developing 

measurement scales. Existing studies adopted various ways of operationalizing 

dialogic communication based on different conceptualizations of dialogic 

communication. 

Most of the previous studies, according to a systematic review of dialogic 

communication (Ao & Huang, 2020), developed their measurement scales based on 

Kent and Taylor’s (1998) five principles for dialogic potential. Scholars have 

conducted a series of empirical studies on the application (e.g., Taylor et al., 2001; Kent 

et al., 2003), antecedents (e.g., Ingenhoff & Koelling, 2010; Koehler, 2014), and 

outcomes (e.g., Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Men et al., 2018) of dialogic principles. These 

studies, as argued by Chen et al. (2020), actually measured the media platform’s 

affordances for dialogue instead of the dialogic communication conducted on the 

platform.  

Scholars who emphasize dialogue as an ethical communication orientation 
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operationalize dialogic communication as reflecting features of genuine and authentic 

dialogue For example, Yang et al. (2015) proposed two features of organization–public 

dialogic communication (OPDC), namely mutuality and openness, with six attributes 

that feature mutuality—responsiveness, grounding, collaboration, equality, respect, 

and empathy—and three attributes that feature openness—accessibility, genuineness, 

and transparency. Grounded on Buber (1958), J. E. Grunig (1992, 1997, 2001, 2006) 

and Habermas (1984, 1987), the OPDC framework highlights the relational, 

cocreational, and empathetic interaction that is closely in line with Kent and Taylor’s 

(2002) dialogic principles. For example, empathy and respect in the OPDC attributes 

reflect the dialogic orientation guided by sympathy, empathy, and supportiveness (Kent 

& Taylor, 2002). Collaboration and grounding are both communication orientations to 

share common ground, and common goals (Yang et al., 2015). The genuineness 

attribute of OPDC echoes the dialogic features of genuineness and authenticity. 

As argued by Kent and Lane (2021), true dialogue refers to “the form of 

communication that displays high levels of ethical, honest, empathetic, inclusive, and 

trustworthy communication” (p.1). With all the precursors mentioned above, genuine 

dialogue is uncommon, and difficult to create. However, it is still possible and 

rewarding for organizations to strategically construct dialogic conversations, i.e., 

communicative processes around dialogue.  

Dialogic conversation, defined by Romenti et al (2016) as “the exchanges of 

micro-communicative processes built around dialogic communications” (p. 329). 

These specific conversations take place between two or more entities, and result in 
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dialogue. Along the same line of thinking, Chen and Zhao (2021) also focused on the 

communication-process facet of dialogue, and defined organization–stakeholder 

dialogue (OSD) as “a conversation that contains exchanges of sequential micro-

communicative processes” (p.2). Romenti et al (2016) proposed a three-dimensional 

(i.e., organization of turn-taking, sequencing of conversation, and role of repair 

strategies and procedures) scale for measuring dialogic conversation, which reflects the 

social and personal aspects of dialogue (Chen & Zhao, 2021).  

2.1.9 Dialogic Communication in Social Media in China 

Dialogue has been positioned as the ideal method of engaging with publics on 

the basis of its claim to be the most ethical form of communication (Devin & Lane, 

2014). Dialogic theory has a close connection with Western cultures, which involve 

lower levels of power distance and tend to reject authoritarianism; its aim is to address 

the concerns and interests of publics in these cultures (Jiang & Wei, 2013; Sriramesh 

& White, 1992). Some scholars have argued that political systems, media landscapes 

and cultural traits account for the differences in organizational behavior in different 

countries, such as China and the US, and that the differences have been under-explored 

(Jiang & Wei, 2013). For example, a recent systematic review identified only three 

English-language articles which applied dialogic theory to the Chinese context, in 

sharp contrast to its popularity in the West. The authors of this review called for further 

application of dialogic theory to the Chinese context to respond the mounting needs of 

corporations, non-profit organizations and government agencies to reach social-media 

publics, and to explore the possibly unique contextual factors in China (Ao & Huang, 
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2019). 

First, China has a political system unlike those exist in the West. Since the 

mainstream mass media are controlled by an authoritarian regime, citizens of China 

rely more heavily than those in the West on social media to assess “nonofficial” 

discourses and gain more freedom of speech (He, 2008; S. Li, 2010) through high levels 

of posting, viewing, sharing and commenting (Chen, 2018). Although censorship exists 

online, Chinese netizens can use multiple strategies (e.g., cultural and literary forms, 

satire and mockery) to express themselves when communicating in social media (Chen, 

2018; G. Yang, 2003). Therefore, they are keen on getting involved in discussions in 

social media and exhibit a generally high degree of willingness to engage with 

organizations. Tian et al. (2014) have suggested that the Chinese have a strong 

willingness to enter dialogue with organizations, especially government organizations 

in China, and that the current communication channels and strategies are far from 

enough to satisfy them. Given their eagerness, the Chinese manifest a unique 

perception of social presence (Hassanein et al., 2009), and Chinese organizations have 

put considerable effort into addressing their different publics (Jiang & Wei, 2013) as 

compared to countries in the West. Therefore, it is reasonable to suppose that Chinese 

people will have perceptions and standards of evaluation when it comes to dialogue 

that are unique to their culture. 

Second, China is one of the few countries where most people do not have access 

to the major social media platforms, such as Facebook and Twitter. Instead, channel-

straddling media powerhouses like Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent, and ByteDance control 
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most digital content, and have created a unique media landscape. These companies are 

keen on developing social commerce, which is a form of commerce facilitated by social 

media through the convergence of online and offline channels (Wang & Zhang, 2012). 

For example, WeChat, the most popular social media platform in China (Kleiner 

Perkins, 2017), has integrated the official accounts of organizations with e-payment, e-

commerce and location-based services within the app. Taobao, the country’s biggest e-

commerce platform (Kleiner Perkins, 2017), is also developing its own social media 

platforms, such as Weitao and Yangtao. Therefore, publics can be engaged with the 

organizations both online and offline, while purchases, feedback and word-of-mouth 

are closely related to consumer engagement, both directly and indirectly (Chen, et al., 

2019). Organizations in China are in mounting demand for effective social media 

communication strategies, while lack of research on engagement and dialogue in the 

Chinese context is constraining the overall development of such strategies. It is 

therefore worth exploring whether the dialogic communication framework could be 

adjusted to seek tailor-made strategies to engage social media publics in China. 

Third, cultural factors in China also challenge the Western-dominated public 

relations approach and make for distinctive forms of dialogue between organizations 

and publics. China is considered by Hofstede (2010) and Huang et al., (2018) to be a 

culture with high power distance and more emphasis on interpersonal relationships in 

comparison to Western countries. Thus, Chinese organizations make varying types of 

efforts to engage these different publics (Jiang & Wei, 2013), and they are very likely 

to have concerns related to dialogues that are different from those of Western countries 
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and are therefore in need of strategy development that takes this into account. Moreover, 

China has a business environment unlike those existing in the West. While most 

Western countries have an individualistic economic ideology (Ralston et al., 2008), 

with the United States widely accepted as the lead economic power (Silver et al., 2019), 

China is the fastest growing and the leading economic power with a group-oriented 

ideology (Ralston et al., 2008). While the economic ideology of a country reinforces 

its national culture and impacts people’s values (Ralston et al., 2008), the type of a 

specific company (joint venture, private-owned, or state-owned) also impacts its 

company culture and behavior (Giacobbe-Miller et al., 2003). 

Based on the above arguments, it is worth exploring how organizations and 

publics engage in dialogue in China, a country with unique contextual factors and 

mounting demand for effective social media communication strategies, and how the 

principles of dialogue should be adjusted to provide practical implications for Chinese 

practitioners who are puzzled about the applicability of dialogic communication 

(Sommerfeldt & Yang, 2018). The first research question is therefore as follows: 

RQ1. How do corporations and consumers perceive the definition, application, 

benefits and constraints of dialogic communication in relation to the media landscape, 

political system, and cultural context of China? 

2.2 The Study of Engagement in Public Relations 

2.2.1 Engagement, Public Engagement and Consumer Engagement 

Engagement has become a buzzword in both the public relations and marketing 

literature. In public relations, the engagement approach has challenged the functional 

and instrumental approaches (Johnston, 2014) with the organizations at the center by 
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creating human-centered narratives focusing on the communicative process of 

meaning-making (Heath, 2014). Taylor and Kent (2014) even argued that public 

relations is “a communication activity that helps organizations to engage multiple 

publics” (p. 384). As such, engagement represents a new paradigm for public relations, 

which transcends two-way communication, focusing on communication as “a process 

of meaning-making between organizations and publics” (Johnston, 2014, p. 382), 

especially in the social media environment.  

In the marketing research field, consumer engagement has been considered by 

the Marketing Science Institute as a key research priority (Dessart et al., 2015). The 

theoretical roots and conceptual lenses of consumer engagement are in the domain of 

relationship marketing (Ashley et al., 2011; Vivek et al., 2012). It adds value to 

marketing research by providing a perspective of the interactive and experiential nature 

of corporation–consumer relationships (Vivek et al., 2012). Especially, social media 

afford corporations multiple ways of engagement through an interactive, dynamic 

process, presenting opportunities as well as challenges of involving consumers in the 

corporate message or activity (Chen, 2018). Consumer engagement in social media is a 

valuable predictor of corporation performance by contributing to various brand, 

consumer, relationship, and market effects (Barger et al., 2016). 

However, engagement is viewed by both public relations and marketing scholars 

as an elusive construct (Schultz & Peltier, 2013), conceptualized inconsistently in 

relation to different communication contexts (Chen, 2018; Taylor & Kent, 2014). 

Before conducting empirical studies on the subject, researchers need to define, 
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conceptualize, and operationalize consumer engagement more clearly.  

In public relations, public engagement (including consumer engagement) has 

been discussed in various communication contexts. Various studies have adopted 

somewhat different definitions of engagement that can be arranged into three main 

categories: (a) a dialogic orientation toward interactions where the participants are 

willing to give their whole selves to encounters (e.g., Kent & Taylor, 2002; Taylor & 

Kent, 2014); (b) publics’ psychological state of mind in reaction to organizational 

messages and behaviors (e.g., Navarro et al., 2018; Ben Moussa & Benmessaoud, 2021); 

and (c) publics’ communicative and behavioral actions toward an organization and other 

publics (e.g., Chen, 2017, 2018; Men et al., 2018; Wei & Kim, 2021). 

However, publics often include diversified groups with different stakes and 

interests. The features of their engagement patterns with organizations may be different 

when the characteristics and appeals of each group are considered, and identifying key 

publics is considered vital to effective public relations (Men & Jiang, 2017). Among 

the strategic publics that corporations have to cope with, consumers are often 

considered a key public with which corporations strive to build relationships. Past 

research (Jiang & Wei, 2013) has suggested that the majority of companies sampled 

from both the US and China prioritize consumers as their key public. Thus, the current 

research focuses on consumer–corporation engagement to gain a concentrated 

understanding of the cultivation process of consumer–corporation relationships in the 

Chinese context. Thus, it is significant to review the marketing literature since 

consumer engagement has gained significant attention in the scholarly field of 
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marketing. 

In the marketing literature, a widely accepted conceptualization of consumer 

engagement (see Santos et al., 2022, for a systematic review) is as a psychological state 

of mind of a consumer toward a corporation or a brand (e.g., Brodie et al., 2013; Dessart 

et al., 2015, 2016; Hollebeek et al., 2014; Hollebeek, 2012). In the context of online 

brand community, engagement is defined as an intrinsic motivation to actively interact 

and cooperate with community members (e.g., Algesheimer et al., 2015; Baldus et al., 

2015; Hollebeek et al., 2016) or a consumer’s behavioral interaction with brand-related 

elements (e.g., Dolan et al., 2016; Eigeraam et al., 2018; Muntinga, et al., 2011; Van 

Doorn et al., 2010). 

The current study focuses on consumer engagement, with the individual 

consumer as a unit of analysis. The author argues that consumer engagement translates 

into improved corporation–consumer relationships not only by consumers’ behaviors 

related to corporate social media messages but also by their attention and emotional 

bond to corporate messages. These may not be reflected in behaviors or in user-

generated content, yet they contribute to various relational and brand outcomes, such 

as self–brand connection (Hollebeek et al., 2014), advocacy intention, and continuous 

usage (Glavee-Geo et al., 2019) etc. Thus, the current research follows Chen (2017, 

2018) and defines consumer engagement as consumers’ communicative and behavioral 

actions toward an organization or among themselves and consumers’ cognitions and 

emotions resulting from such actions (Chen, 2017, 2018; Men & Tsai, 2014; Paek et 

al., 2013). 
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2.2.2 A Multi-dimensional Approach to CCE  

The diversity of definitions has complicated the adaptation of the concept. As a 

result, the operationalization is also tangled, based on different research context. While 

public relations scholars tend to focus on the behavioral aspects of public engagement 

in a unidimensional perspective, marketing scholars often consider consumer 

engagement to be a multi-dimensional variable that comprises cognitive, emotional and 

behavioral dimensions (Chen, 2018).  

The three-dimensional approach has been widely applied to consumer 

engagement by researchers (e.g., Chen, 2017; Dessart et al., 2015; O’Brien, 2010). 

However, the conceptualization of each dimension, and the variables to be examined, 

are still inconsistent (Chen, 2018). For example, cognitive engagement has been 

conceptualized as awareness/attention (Dessart et al., 2015; Vivek et al., 2012); 

thoughts/cognitive processing (Hollebeek et al., 2014); 

absorption/immersion/concentration/interest (Dessart et al., 2015; Hollebeek et al., 

2014) or utilitarian (Abdul-Ghani, Hyde, & Marshall, 2011) depending on context. 

Emotional engagement has been examined as dedication (Patterson et al., 2006), 

enthusiasm/attachment (Kang, 2014; Schamari & Schaefers, 2015; Vivek, 2009) 

inspiration/pride (Hollebeek et al., 2014) and hedonic feelings (Abdul-Ghani et al., 

2011; Hollebeek et al., 2014). The variables examined in relation to behavioral 

engagement are even more complex in terms of their roles in the engagement process 

(Chen, 2018). 

Since the focus of the current study is on consumer engagement in social media 
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in China, I conceptualize the three dimensions of engagement referring to research on 

similar contexts. Drawing on the conceptualizations of Dessart et al. (2015) and Chen 

(2017), I will conceptualize cognitive consumer–corporation engagement as “attention 

and absorption,” emotional consumer–corporation engagement as “enjoyment and 

enthusiasm,” and behavioral consumer–corporation engagement as “stickiness and 

responsiveness (i.e., share, likes, and comments).  

The three-dimensional approach to conceptualizing engagement has important 

implications for research related to public relations. The three dimensions are 

interrelated and mutually reinforcing (Chen, 2018), providing deep insight into the 

complexity and dynamics of engagement. For example, behavioral engagement has 

been found to be influenced by both emotional and cognitive engagement, while 

emotional engagement also contributes to cognitive engagement (Brodie et al., 2013; 

Hollebeek et al., 2014; Kang, 2014). Capturing the components and dynamics of 

engagement, the three-dimensional approach provides valuable strategic insights for 

organizations seeking to engage their publics, especially in China. 

While previous research provides plenty of insights on engagement on various 

social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter, only a few have focused on social 

media platforms in China (Santos et al., 2022). As mentioned, social media in China 

have great potential for engaging publics. According to social influence theory, the 

adoption of social media by corporations for their communicative activities is driven 

by the popularity of such media (Chen & Fu, 2016). Corporations in China are making 

great efforts to tap into the potential for engagement that Chinese social media offer. 
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However, with its significant cultural differences, its rapidly changing media landscape, 

and the unique presence of censorship within it, the implication of findings drawn from 

Western-based social media may not apply to Chinese social media (Huang et al., 2021). 

Thus, strategies inherited from traditional media and adopted from Western social 

media should be updated, refined and tailored to the Chinese context. On this basis, the 

second research question is: 

RQ2. Do corporations in China use dialogic communication to engage their 

consumers in social media? What other strategies do they apply? 

2.2.3 Antecedents of CCE 

In the digital age, the open and user-centric environment of social media allows 

digital-savvy consumers to perform multiple communicative and behavioral actions 

toward a corporation, posing a great chance or a critical challenge for the relationship 

between corporations and consumers (Macnamara & Zerfass, 2012). As such, CCE has 

attracted attention from multiple domains with different foci, including marketing and 

branding (e.g., Hollebeek, 2011, 2012; Hollenbeck & Kaikati, 2012), brand community 

research (Algesheimer et al., 2005; Baldus et al., 2015; Coelho et al., 2018), advertising 

(Calder et al., 2009), and public relations (Chen, 2017; Men & Tsai, 2013; Tsai & Men, 

2014). 

Despite the considerable attention to the research on CCE in various disciplines, 

scholars have identified various antecedents of CCE and applied different theories to 

support the relationships between those antecedents and CCE. According to a 

systematic review conducted by Santos et al., (2022), the most referred theories in 
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previous studies of CCE were social identity theory (SIT) (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and 

uses and gratifications theory (UGT) (Blumler, 1979). Both theories have been widely 

applied in models where CCE was defined as a dependent variable (e.g., Phua et al., 

2017; Tsai & Men, 2013, 2014; De Oliveira et al., 2016).  

Previous studies have also identified various antecedents of CCE in social 

media, including personal aspects, social factors, corporation/brand-related factors, and 

communication factors (see Santos et al., 2022, for a systematic review). Since the 

current research discusses CCE in the context of corporation–consumer 

communication, corporation/brand-related factors and communication factors are the 

focus of the research. Corporation/brand-related factors often include 

brand/community characteristics and perceptions (Lee et al., 2011; Osakwe & Christian 

Nedu, 2016; Simon & Tossan, 2018), connection and experience with a brand or its 

community (Lee et al., 2011; Khan et al., 2016; Islam, 2017; Carlson et al., 2018; 

Triantafillidou & Siomkos, 2018), self–brand image congruity and value congruity 

(e.g., Shing-Wang & Shih-Heng, 2017; Islam et al., 2018), and brand (or brand 

community) identification (e.g., Ray et al., 2014; Loureiro et al., 2015; Habibi et al., 

2016; Rather et al., 2018; Kaur et al., 2020).  

Among these variables, brand identification was the most frequently studied 

antecedent of CCE, which was consistent with the observation that SIT was among the 

theories most frequently referred to in the study of CCE, as brand identification was 

based on SIT (Santos et al., 2022). Brand identification was also related to various other 

constructs like brand–self similarity, brand distinctiveness and warmth as perceived by 
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consumers, and brand social benefits (Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012). Thus, I consider 

brand identification to be an important antecedent of CCE to be included in this 

dissertation’s conceptual framework. 

UGT was another frequently mentioned theory in CCE research. Based on UGT, 

scholars have sought to explain how meeting consumer needs and awarding consumers’ 

utilitarian, hedonic, and social benefits could increase consumer engagement to the 

brand or brand community in social media (Santos et al., 2022). Correspondingly, 

gratifications or gratified values were found to be an important communication factor 

of CCE (De Oliveira et al., 2016; Chang & Fan, 2017; Phua et al., 2017). Thus, 

utilitarian, hedonic, and social gratifications were included in the theoretical 

framework of the current study. Other variables referred to in previous research 

included interactivity (Kang et al., 2021) and social presence (De Oliveira et al., 2016), 

which were both consistent with CCDC. 

Although scholars have established models based on theories of how CCE has 

been influenced by the variables mentioned above, they have also identified 

inconsistent relationships. For example, some scholars found that CCE was an outcome 

of CBI (e.g., Habibi et al., 2016; Loureiro et al., 2015), while others considered that 

CBI predicted CCE (e.g., Hall-Phillips et al., 2016; Tuškej & Podna, 2018) Moreover, 

many studies found CCE to be an outcome of the interplay between a set of different 

constructs, and these constructs are often entangled. For example, CBI was identified 

by previous literature as being both a predictor and mediator of CCE, and its 

relationship with CCDC has been underexamined. As both factors have been identified 
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by previous literature as significant predictors of CCE, untangling the interplay 

between CBI and CCDC in terms of their impact on CCE helps provide a 

comprehensive understanding of how CCE is achieved and improved. 

This study aimed to reveal how CCDC affects CCE in social media in China. 

Thus, the following research question has been proposed: 

RQ3. How does CCDC affect CCE in social media in China?  

The next section reports the development of the proposed hypotheses in relation 

to RQ3 as suggested by the literature. 

2.3 A Hypothesized Model of Dialogic Communication and CCE 

2.3.1 Dialogic Communication and Consumer Engagement 

Research has found dialogic communication to have a positive influence on 

public engagement (e.g., Black et al., 2010; Watkins, 2017). However, engagement has 

been measured by hit counts (likes, shares and replies) in most studies, and these are 

only one aspect of three-dimensional engagement. Very rarely do studies seek to 

understand how, if at all, dialogic communication contributes to cognitive and 

emotional consumer engagement and stickiness. The current research thus aims to 

explore the path. 

First, dialogic communication is featured by a climate of openness, which 

requires an organization to be up-front with its publics (S. U. Yang et al., 2015). 

Frequently updated information that has value will attract the attention of information 

seekers, since it fulfills their needs. Moreover, mutuality is the underpinning of the 

organization–public relationship, and this includes providing common ground and 

offering collaboration and responsiveness (S. U. Yang et al., 2015). Organizations are 



 

46 

obliged to invite publics to communicate and to build shared meaning through the 

efforts of both sides (S. U. Yang et al., 2015). This process requires time and attention 

of both sides, and thus improves the immersion of publics. 

H1a. Higher levels of dialogic communication lead to higher CCCE of publics 

with the social media accounts of organizations. 

Moreover, dialogic communication is featured by an orientation of mutuality 

and a climate of openness between organizations and their publics, signaling the 

commitment of the organizations to open and negotiated discussion, and providing a 

basis for the publics being enthusiastic about engagement. Social presence, the feeling 

of communicating with actual persons in a mediated environment, is a dimension that 

was added to the conceptual framework of digital dialogic communication by Men et 

al. (2018). Social presence is related to the relational and empathetic interactions 

essential to dialogic communication, increasing the public sense of attachment to an 

organization.  

H1b. Higher levels of dialogic communication lead to higher ECCE with 

organizations’ social media accounts. 

While dialogic communication has been found to contribute to interactive 

behaviors (liking, sharing and commenting), user stickiness with the social media 

accounts of organizations can also be enhanced by dialogue. Dialogic communication 

significantly increases the degree to which the social media accounts of organizations 

are interactive, and this in turn contributes to increased stickiness of social media users 

(Zhao et al., 2017). Research has found consistent result in terms of how dialogue 
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boosts likes, sharing and comments (e.g. Black et al., 2010; Watkins, 2017). 

H1c. Higher levels of dialogic communication lead to higher BCCE with 

organizations’ social media accounts. 

2.3.2 Use, Gratification and Engagement 

Uses and gratifications theory (UGT) suggests that media users are goal 

directed, seeking out the media and content capable of meeting their needs (Katz et al., 

1974). This approach has been extended by recent research into internet and social 

media use, with new gratifications discovered and more explanatory variables 

introduced (LaRose & Eastin, 2004). Under the extended UGT assumption, 

engagement in an activity or with an entity in social media produces certain outcomes 

that affect the motivations of online behavior (Fu, Wu, & Cho, 2017). 

In conjunction with engagement, multiple ways of conceptualizing motivation 

exist. For example, O’Brien and Toms (2010) have divided intrinsic from extrinsic 

motivation; the latter is contingent upon external punishments and rewards. Another 

way of thinking about motivation is in terms of the hedonic/utilitarian dimension, 

which was originally used to study shopping behaviors (O’Brien, 2010). Arnold and 

Reynolds (2003) have identified six dimensions of hedonic motivation in bricks-and-

mortar shopping: (1) adventure (shopping for stimulation, novelty, and the feeling of 

being in another world); (2) social contact (socializing with friends and family); (3) 

gratification (stress relief, alleviating negative mood, treating oneself); (4) idea 

(keeping up with trends, seeing new products and innovations); (5) role (enjoyment 

derived from shopping for others); and (6) value (bargains, discounts). In terms of 
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utilitarian motivations, Babin et al. (1994) found that people are concerned with being 

efficient and goal-oriented when they shop. In addition, Kim (2006) described 

utilitarian values as efficiency, cost/value, and achievement.  

When applied to research on media use and engagement, hedonic and utilitarian 

motivations have been conceptualized differently than they have been for bricks-and-

mortar shopping, and the social element of hedonic motivation has been adapted to 

social media. Abdul-Ghani et al. (2011) made the social element a third dimension of 

utilitarian/hedonic motivation, and conceptualized the latter based on internet 

affordances. Y. H. Kim, et al. (2013) have classified the motivation for mobile 

engagement into hedonic (enjoyment and pleasure), utilitarian/functional (efficiency, 

ease of use and time savings) and social (desire to connect and share). 

2.3.3 Dialogue and Gratified Values 

Previous research has suggested that public responses to offers of gratification 

differ depending on public perception of the communication style and other features of 

an organization. For example, Davis et al (2019) have suggested that interplay between 

the hedonic values of a brand and the readability of its messages significantly affect 

brand engagement. As argued by Perks and Turner (2019), the gratifications of social 

media users are either commanding attention or releasing attention. It is likely that 

through dialogic communication, both are gratified – those demanding attention get to 

be noticed and listened, and those releasing attention get to be voiced and respected. 

Thus, the author postulates the following hypothesis: 

H2. Higher levels of dialogic communication lead to higher levels of 
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gratification values from corporate social media accounts. 

To be specific, dialogic communication is expected to exert influence on all 

three levels of gratifications. For publics that pursue utilitarian values, since 

organization–public dialogue is underpinned by mutuality, featuring interpersonal 

communication and responsiveness (Kent, 2017) which better facilitate consumers’ 

need fulfillment, providing customized solution to their problems. Moreover, openness 

and mutuality significantly correlate with trust in organizations (S. U. Yang et al., 2015). 

Trust between organizations and publics add to the value of utilitarian greatly because 

only reliable messages from trustworthy sources could be perceived as satisfying in a 

utilitarian way. Thus, the author expects publics to be more gratified in a utilitarian way 

when they perceive higher levels of organization–public dialogue through social media. 

H2a. Higher levels of dialogic communication lead to higher levels of UG 

values from corporate social media accounts. 

Meanwhile, hedonic accounts are the kind that offer enjoyable and novel 

experiences. I propose that social presence in dialogic communication delivers more 

hedonic benefit. Facilitated by the social presence features of dialogic, messages 

delivered with warmth, emotion and empathy, resembling conversation with another 

human being, are comforting, relaxing and stress-relieving, and thereby contribute to 

the hedonic value of organizations’ social media information; the interactive features 

of dialogic communication also allow entertainment and gamification of the messages, 

since many entertainment and game elements include rewards and competition (Chen, 

2018) are based on communicative interactions. Also, many players play to “network, 
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collaborate, or bond” (Robson et al., 2016, p. 31). Thus, the author proposed that: 

H2b. Higher levels of dialogic communication lead to higher levels of HG 

values from corporate social media accounts. 

Third, dialogue was originally considered a concept related to interpersonal 

interaction (Arnett, 1994) and focused on relationship-building (Kent, 2017). Dialogue 

is “an orientation that valued sharing and mutual understanding between interactants” 

(Taylor & Kent, 2014, p.388). On the common ground built through dialogic 

communication, publics can have their many different voices heard. With the assistance 

of social presence (Men et al., 2018), the desire of publics to connect and share with 

both organizations and other publics can be fulfilled. 

H2c. Higher levels of dialogic communication lead to higher levels of SG 

values from corporate social media accounts. 

Understanding the dynamics of how the different gratifications correlate with 

other variables will be valuable in refining the strategies behind the social media 

operations of organizations. In previous research, the three gratified values, in 

accordance with user motivations, were found to contribute to CCE in different ways. 

For example, people spend time on the internet and social media for various purposes, 

and providing value, whether utilitarian, hedonic or social, can motivate them to access 

social media content and spend time on them (Ko et al., 2005). Moreover, most social 

media users are driven by mixed motivations, and are likely to be attracted by more 

than one type of values. Therefore, I propose the following hypotheses: 

H3a. UG values from corporate social media accounts positively predict 
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consumers’ CCCE. 

H3b. HG values from corporate social media accounts positively predict 

consumers’ CCCE. 

H3c. SG values from corporate social media accounts positively predict 

consumers’ CCCE. 

Second, after reviewing the existing literature, Monsuwé et al (2004) found that 

utilitarian values often represent user perceptions of the outcomes of media usage, 

while pleasure and arousal affect their evaluation of these. The perceived outcomes and 

their evaluations relate to attitudes toward and feelings about organizations. O’Brien 

(2010) found there to be a congruence between the functional aspects of a certain 

system (i.e. its usefulness and ease of use) and the assessments of individuals of their 

experiences with the system as worthwhile, successful and rewarding. Moreover, Ko 

et al. (2005) found that the interactions of individuals with messages and with other 

individuals significantly correlate with their attitudes toward the site and the brand, 

with interactivity being a significant component of the social value of media (Chen, 

2017). Therefore, the author hypothesizes that: 

H3d. UG values from corporate social media accounts positively predict 

consumers’ ECCE. 

H3e. HG values from corporate social media accounts positively predict 

consumers’ ECCE. 

H3f. SG values from corporate social media accounts positively predict 

consumers’ ECCE. 
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Research has found inconsistent results in terms of the relationships between 

hedonic, utilitarian and social values and the behavioral engagement of individuals in 

different contexts, possibly due to the various interpretations and applications of the 

concepts. Hedonic and utilitarian values have been widely found to predict behavioral 

engagement (Chen, 2017; Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2014). In the case of social value 

(usually conceptualized as interactivity), the findings have varied from positive (Cho, 

1999; Cvijikj & Michahelles, 2014; S. J. Kim, Wang & Malthouse, 2015) to non-

significant (Chen, 2017), to negative (Bezjian-Avery, Calder & Cobucci, 1998). 

However, most of these studies were conducted on Facebook and Twitter, and mostly 

in short sessions. In comparison, Chinese social media platforms such as WeChat and 

Weibo allow organizations to post long articles, which require longer engagement times. 

I thus predict that the values gratified by these will keep visitors longer on 

organizational accounts or pages and generate higher levels of engagement. 

H3g. UG values from corporate social media accounts positively predict 

consumers’ BCCE. 

H3h. HG values from corporate social media accounts positively predict 

consumers’ BCCE. 

H3i. SG values from corporate social media accounts positively predict 

consumers’ BCCE. 

2.3.4 The Role of Consumer–brand Identification 

Consumer–brand identification (CBI) is based on social identification theory, 

which serves as an underpinning theory to study the customer behavior in marketing 
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and in organization studies (Elbedweihy al., 2016; Lam et al., 2012). The theory posits 

that people tend to choose activities congruent with prominent aspects of their identities 

and support social categories which embodies those identities (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). 

Following this vein of thinking, CBI is related to the identity perspective of consumer 

(Kuenzel & Vaux Halliday, 2008), and is motivated by the satisfaction of one or more 

higher order self-definitional needs’ (Tajfel & Turner, 1985; Brewer, 1991; Kunda, 1999; 

Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003), such as self-continuity or self-verification, self-

distinctiveness, and self-enhancement (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Berger & Heath, 

2007; Chernev et al., 2011). As such, CBI takes place when brands and corporations 

were perceived as congruent with consumers’ identity. 

Tuškej et al. (2013) have defined brand identification by individuals as “the 

perception of sameness between the brand (signifying an object with symbolic 

meanings) and the consumer” (p.54). According to the interpretative/sociological 

approach to consumer–brand identification, brands carry symbolic meanings (Levy, 

1959) which are meaningful for consumers’ construction of identity, or self (Belk, 1988; 

Johar & Sirgy, 1991; Kleine et al., 1993). People become consumers because their lives 

are bound up with consumer goods, while brands are signifiers of consumption goods 

(Tuškej et al., 2013). Moreover, by taking the role of the “other” with whom the 

consumer identifies (Fournier, 1998), brands fulfill the need of the consumers to build 

their social identity. Thus, identifying with a brand helps consumers ooze their identity, 

confirm their sense of belongs, and express their uniqueness (Belk, 1988; Tuškej et al., 

2013). 
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Many scholars regard the construct of brand identification as closely connected 

to consumer–brand relationships (Fournier, 2009; Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012). 

Tuškej and Podnar (2018) argued that brand identification is “an identity-based tie 

between the consumer and the brand” (p.5). Previous research has suggested that brand 

identification leads to improved consumer–brand relationships, because it was found 

to predict consumers’ positive attitudes and supporting behaviors, like higher purchase 

and repurchase intentions (Kuenzel & Halliday, 2008; Currás-Pérez et al., 2009), more 

frequent usage of branded products (Ahearne et al., 2005; Donavan et al., 2006), lower 

probability to change the brand (Lam et al., 2010), and positive word-of-mouth (Brown 

et al., 2005; Tuškej et al., 2013). 

With the advent of social media, consumers can take a step forward to not only 

build, but also manage and exhibit their identity (Muniz & Schau, 2007; Phua et al., 

2017) by engaging with the brand pages. Social identity theory positing that people 

tend to choose activities that are congruent with those prominent aspects of their 

identities and support social categories that embodies those identities (Ashforth & Mael, 

1989). Thus, it is likely that identification with a company as a brand enhances support 

for and commitment to it in the form of being engaged to the branded social media 

messages. As such, many scholars have explored the relationship between brand 

identification and consumer–corporation engagement (CCE; e.g., Brodie et al., 2011; 

2013; Hollebeek et al., 2014; Tuškej & Podnar, 2018). For example, Tuskej and Ponder 

(2018) and Kaur et al (2020) have found that brand identification positively affects 

consumer–brand engagement. Following this vein of thinking, this study proposed the 
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following hypotheses: 

H4. CBI is a significant predictor of CCE in social media.  

H4a. CBI is a significant predictor of CCCE in social media.  

H4b. CBI is a significant predictor of ECCE in social media. 

H4c. CBI is a significant predictor of BCCE in social media.  

2.3.5 The Indirect Effect of Dialogic Communication on CCE 

In the field of public relations, research on engagement has focused mainly on 

the behavioral dimension, while the cognitive and emotional aspects of engagement 

remain largely unexamined (Chen, 2018). The cognitive-emotional-behavioral 

dimensionality of CCE, however, was developed based on the argument that brand 

experiences are characterized by people’s cognitive, affective, and behavioral 

responses to brand-related messages (Hollebeek, 2011). According to Lavidge and 

Steiner’s (1961) model of predictive measurements of advertising effectiveness, people 

often follow a cognition-attitude-behavior path, with each element influencing one 

another, in movement toward purchase. Also, emotional engagement has been found to 

significantly predict behavioral engagement (Chen, 2018; Men & Tsai, 2013b). Thus, 

it is very likely that consumer engagement also follows this path. The following 

hypotheses have been proposed: 

H5. CCCE positively predicts ECCE. 

H6. ECCE positively predicts BCCE. 

Finally, the above hypotheses given suggest that communication orientation 

(i.e., dialogic communication or not) positively predict gratified values of the social 



 

56 

media accounts of organizations, which in turn have a direct impact on the three 

dimensions of public engagement. Moreover, the three dimensions of CCE influence 

one another along a cognitive-emotional-behavioral sequence. These hypotheses form 

a path, suggesting a mediation effect of gratified values between dialogic 

communication and stakeholder engagement. Thus, the following hypotheses have 

been proposed: 

H7. Consumers’ gratifications of corporate social media accounts serve as 

mediators between dialogic communication and CCE. 

H7a. Consumers’ UG of corporate social media accounts serve as a mediator 

between dialogic communication and consumers’ CCCE. 

H7b. Consumers’ UG of corporate social media accounts serve as a mediator 

between dialogic communication and consumers’ ECCE. 

H7c. Consumers’ UG of corporate social media accounts serve as a mediator 

between dialogic communication and consumers’ BCCE. 

H7d. Consumers’ HG of corporate social media accounts serve as a mediator 

between dialogic communication and consumers’ CCCE. 

H7e. Consumers’ HG of corporate social media accounts serve as a mediator 

between dialogic communication and consumers’ ECCE. 

H7f. Consumers’ HG of corporate social media accounts serve as a mediator 

between dialogic communication and consumers’ BCCE. 

H7g. Consumers’ SG of corporate social media accounts serve as a mediator 

between dialogic communication and consumers’ CCCE. 
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H7h. Consumers’ SG of corporate social media accounts serve as a mediator 

between dialogic communication and consumers’ ECCE. 

H7i. Consumers’ SG of corporate social media accounts serve as a mediator 

between dialogic communication and consumers’ BCCE. 

2.4 Conclusion 

A review of the literature suggests that dialogic communication is a core 

concept in the relational approach of public relations, which assigns implicit values to 

relationships between organizations and publics. While true dialogue is usually 

considered to be rare, because it represents high levels of ethical, honest, empathetic, 

inclusive, and trustworthy communication, dialogic communication is more common 

in organizations’ public relations practices as an interactive, engaging, and 

conversational means of communication.  This is especially true in China, where the 

culture is marked by high-power distance (Hofstede, 2015) and emphasis on 

interpersonal relationships (Huang et al., 2018). 

The conceptual framework of this research is displayed in Figure 1. The current 

research examines the concept of dialogic communication in China. Specifically, the 

author aims to explore the definition and operationalization of dialogic communication 

as perceived by Chinese organizations and publics, Furthermore, the dialogic strategies 

adopted by Chinese companies in social media and the mechanisms of dialogic 

communication’s impact on consumer engagement are examined.  

The theoretical framework of this research can be seen in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Hypothesized Framework of the Influence of Dialogic Communication on 



 

58 

CCE and the Underlying Mechanisms (H1-H7) 
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Overview 

Given that dialogic theory in public relations is largely unexplored in China (Ao 

& Huang, 2020), the author conducted two studies in the research using a mixed-

method approach to answer the research questions and test the hypotheses. By using 

two different data collection methods—qualitative and quantitative—the mixed-

method approach illustrates a triangulation that avoids potential biases arising from 

each method (Heal & Forbes, 2013). 

Specifically, the author conducted a qualitative interview and a quantitative 

survey for triangulation. Qualitative research methods allow researchers to go into 

specific cases in great depth (Skaates, 2005) and are often used by social scientists to 

collect nonnumerical, undefinable, and subjective data that mainly concern the 

experience, beliefs, and thoughts of participants, observers, or the researchers 

themselves (Lune & Berg, 2016). Not only are the methods used to collect data, but 

they are also used to provide researchers with systematic perspectives and in-depth 

understanding of a social phenomenon (Babbie, 2012). Qualitative in-depth 

interviewing was used to gather meanings, ideas, and intentions of the interviewees 

(Daymon & Holloway, 2011) and obtain detailed interpretation of a certain research 

phenomenon (Kvale, 1983, 1996). 

Quantitative methods, on the other hand, produce numerical data that are used 

to suggest patterns of predefined phenomena, make predictions and causal inferences, 

and generalize results to larger populations (Burrell & Gross, 2017; Skaates, 2005). 
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Studies adopting quantitative methods often collect data by polls, questionnaires, and 

surveys, and analyze the data using computational techniques, which emphasize 

objective measurements and statistical, mathematical, or numerical analysis (Barbie, 

2012; Creswell, 2013). In particular, survey research is defined as “the collection of 

information from a sample of individuals through their responses to questions” (Check 

& Schutt, 2012, p. 160). Quantitative surveys can be used to obtain information 

describing characteristics of a large sample of individuals (Ponto, 2015) who were 

selected to represent the total population as closely as possible. 

The mixed methods approach with both quantitative and qualitative methods 

can address this study’s objectives for the following reasons. First, the combined 

findings from the two approaches provide a comprehensive picture of the results (Heale 

& Forbes, 2013), which is highly useful for the current research, which aims to obtain 

a holistic picture of dialogic communication in a Chinese context. Since limited studies 

provide evidence of the definition, application and effects of dialogic communication 

in China, it is especially helpful to provide both an in-depth understanding of how 

dialogue is conceptualized in the Chinese context and a statistical examination of its 

relationships with other elements (e.g., consumer–brand identification, gratifications, 

and CCE) in a Chinese context. This requires both qualitative exploratory probes and 

quantitative conclusive examinations. Specifically, in this research, a qualitative 

method was used to address RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3, which explored the unknown 

definition and application of dialogic communication in China. Conversely, a 

quantitative method was adopted to add evidence to RQ3 by testing all the hypotheses 
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which addressed statistical relationships among measured variables, including dialogic 

communication, CCE, gratifications, and consumer–brand identification. 

Second, a mixed methods approach allows for triangulation between different 

types of data analyzed by research methods. In order to examine the gap of 

understanding between corporations and consumers toward dialogic communication in 

the Chinese context, the researcher collected two types of data from both a company 

and consumer viewpoint. This is because dialogic communication always involves two 

parties. Thus, it is essential to examine the concept from both perspectives. However, 

it is reasonable to apply different methods to examine the two parties’ perceptions. On 

the one hand, to examine the concept from a managerial perspective, the researcher 

collected data from companies’ public relations management staff. This represents a 

small specific group of people with extensive knowledge and experience in public 

relations. Thus, in-depth one-on-one interviews would be suitable method because they 

allow the researcher to dive into their perspectives, obtaining more details of the 

rationale and mechanisms of their practices. This includes how and why they developed 

certain strategies, and the challenges they face in their daily communicative routines. 

On the other hand, the publics are comprised of a large group of unanimous people. 

Although the researcher also adopted interviews to dig deeper and examine whether 

the consumers’ thoughts coordinated with managerial considerations, a survey is 

suitable for obtaining representative data and generalizable results. 

Third, the study aims to examine effects and mechanisms of dialogic 

communication. Thus, quantitative methods as statistical tests provide strength in 
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examining relative relationships of measured variables. However, since dialogic 

communication and related concepts have been discussed very limitedly in China, 

results of the qualitative study should be interpreted with theories to verify the 

relationships between variables, as suggested by the hypotheses, and to develop 

measurement of the concepts. 

The first study aims to provide in-depth understanding of dialogic 

communication in a contemporary Chinese context by interviewing a purposively 

selected sample of 20 public relations management staff in large companies based in 

mainland China and 16 members from the mainland Chinese publics. Research 

revealed how Chinese companies and publics define dialogic communication, 

respectively; whether, why and how Chinese companies adopt dialogic communication; 

what strategies are adopted by corporations to engage consumers; and how consumers 

perceive dialogic communication and evaluates dialogic strategies as adopted by 

companies. Key interview findings were used to develop (1) the measurements of 

dialogic communication, (2) the sampling frame of the survey, and (3) the hypothesized 

conceptual framework of the statistical test. The second study aims to investigate the 

direct and indirect effects of dialogic communication on the Chinese CCE through 

features of the brands and their social media accounts.  

3.2 Study 1: In-depth Interviews 

Thirty-six semi-structured interviews conducted in Study 1 were used to answer 

RQ1-RQ3. Ethical approval for this study was obtained from Research Ethics Review 

Panel in School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (Approval number: 

2019-2020RPg-HQY-13). The interviews targeted two groups of participants 
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representing both corporate public relations or social media managers and consumers. 

The interviews were conducted by phone or via a voice chat on WeChat in Chinese 

during the period from August 2020 to January 2021. The length of the interviews 

ranged from 30 to 90 minutes, with most interviews lasting an hour. The data collection 

and analysis are detailed in the following sections.  

3.2.1 Organizational Participants 

Sampling frame. A total of 20 in-house public relations or social media 

managers from the leading companies in mainland China were recruited to participate 

in an open-ended online interview conducted between August 2020 and December 

2020 (see Table 1 for detailed participant information). The interviews lasted between 

60 to 90 minutes. The sampled organizations were corporations in China, rather than 

other types of organizations, because they strive for consumer engagement in social 

media to achieve business goals. In addition, corporations are less constrained in their 

communication practices than government agencies in China’s political environment. 

They are also more resourceful and sophisticated in communication practices than their 

non-profit organization counterparts in China.  

The criteria for target interview participants included: (1) serving in senior 

management roles of public relations or corporate communication in major companies 

based in mainland China; (2) being responsible for managing the companies’ social 

media communication during the data collection period. The type, ownership, industry 

and business type of the corporations were also included in the protocol. Following the 

principle of maximum variation (Creswell, 2007), researchers invited participants from 
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different companies in different industries across mainland China.  

Sampling procedure. Participants were recruited through the following 

channels: (1) the author’s personal and professional networks (Gao et al., 2018), (2) 

reaching out by sending invitations through emails and social media messages, and (3) 

snowballing by asking the participants for referrals. To be more specific, the author 

invited acquaintances to refer participants who fit the above-mentioned participant 

profile by emails, phones, and instant messages on QQ and WeChat. The author also 

visited official websites of targeted corporations and searched on social media 

platforms such as LinkedIn and Sina Weibo for contact information of qualified 

participants and invited them to take part by sending emails or private messages. The 

researcher requested all interviewees to provide referrals for interview.  

At first, the author only targeted participants from Fortune China 500 

companies but eventually included three companies that were not on the list. The first 

company, an online travelling agency, was referred by an interviewee for its 

outstanding consumer engagement performance in social media. The second company, 

even though not on the list due to its non-discloser of revenue, had a larger sales volume 

than that of its Fortune China 500 counterpart. A third company was included because 

it had the largest market share in China’s vitamin and dietary supplements industry. 

The author conducted 20 interviews in total because the saturation criterion was 

satisfied at the 18th, 19th, and 20th interviews that did not provide additional 

information to the previous interviews. 

Participant composition. Eleven out of 20 participants served in positions of 
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public relations. Among them, 7 were public relations vice president, director, or 

manager; 3 were brand public relations director or manager, and 1 had an occupation 

called media public relations director. The others served in positions concerning media, 

marketing, or brand. Thirteen interviewees were female, while 7 were male. 

The 20 interviewees all came from different companies. Among them, 14 were 

from Fortune China 500 companies (subsidiaries included), 3 were from multinational 

enterprises’ Chinese headquarters, and 3 were from a mobile device magnate, a leading 

online travelling agency, and a wholesaler who had the largest market share in vitamin 

and dietary supplement industry. 

 

Table 1. Demographics of the Corporate Interviewees (In-house Public Relations or 

Social Media Managers)  

Variable Category Number 

Occupation Public relations director/manager/vice president 7 
 Brand public relations director/manager 3 
 Media/Digital media director/manager 4 
 Marketing director/manager 2 
 News director/manager 2 
 Media public relations director 1 
 Brand consultant 1 

Gender Female 13 
 Male 7 

Company Type Fortune China 500 company 14 
 MNEs’ Chinese headquarter 3 
 Leading company in the industry 3 

Industry Telecommunications 3 
 Finance 2 
 Internet Services and Retailing 2 
 Motor Vehicles & Parts 2 
 Wholesalers 2 
 Banking 1 
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Table 1 (continued). 
 Beverages 1 
 Education 1 
 Household and Personal Products 1 
 Household appliances 1 
 Insurance 1 
 Real estate 1 
 Semiconductors 1 
 Tourism 1 

Ownership Private-owned 13 
 State-owned 5 
 Mixed-owned 2 

Business model B2C 13 
 Mixed 6 
 B2B 1 

3.2.2 Consumer Participants 

Sampling frame. The second group of interviews targeted consumers who 

actively interact with a brand on social media. The author recruited the interviewees 

based on the following criteria: (1) born approximately between 1980 and 2000, (2) 

follows a particular organizational account on social media, and (3) has frequent 

interactions with the organizations he or she follows by either commenting on posts by 

the brand or other users or generating new content related to the brand. According to 

CNNIC (2017), millennials - people born approximately between 1980 and 2000 - 

largely represent the social media user portfolio (CNNIC, 2017). The criterion that they 

have to follow and constantly interact with the brand was to ensure that they are the 

brand’s strategic consumers. 

Sampling procedure. Participants were recruited mainly through the author’s 

personal networks. The author first invited acquaintances who meet the sampling 

criteria to participate in the interview. To make sure that the interviewees fit the above-
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mentioned participant profile, the author first asked the participants about their social 

media using behaviors to screen by the following questions: “Are you following any 

brand account on any of the social media platforms like Weibo, WeChat, or Douyin?” 

or “How often do you interact with the brand account(s), for example by liking, sharing 

or commenting?”. After several interviews, the author found that the participants were 

mostly light to medium users of the brands they follow. The author then purposively 

recruited a few heavy users of brands via the following steps: first, the author visited a 

few brands’ social media accounts. The selected brands all belonged to companies 

whose public relations or social media managers participated in the first-stage 

interviews to obtain more accurate data reflecting the co-orientation between brands 

and its consumers. Next, the author observed several heavy users from each brand 

judged by their liking, sharing and commenting behaviors. Then, the author sent them 

invitations via social media private messages. Two of them finally participated. After 

the whole procedure, A total of 16 interviews were completed. The interviews were 

conducted between September 2020 and January 2021. The duration of the interviews 

ranged from 60 to 90 minutes. 

Participant composition. The participants included eight males and eight 

females, aged between 19 and 37. Nine of them were in their 20s and seven in 30s. 

Students were the most common occupation among the participants, as three of them 

were undergraduate students, while two were postgraduate students. There were two 

start-up owners, and the rest of them include a civil servant, a data analyst, a 

psychological consultant, a university employee, a research center employee, a Vlogger, 
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a deputy director of marketing, a teacher, and an internet service product operator. Nine 

out of 16 participants described themselves as light users of the brand they most 

frequently interact with. Four were medium users, and three were heavy users. Table 2 

shows the participant demographics. 

 

Table 2. Demographics of the Consumer Interviewees 

Variable Category Number 

Age Under 20 1 
 20-30 9 
 30-40 7 

Gender Male 8 
 Female 8 

Occupation Undergraduate student 3 
 Postgraduate student 2 
 Start-up owner 2 
 Civil servant 1 
 Data analyst 1 
 Psychological consultant 1 
 University employee 1 
 Research center employee 1 
 Vlogger 1 
 Deputy director of marketing 1 
 Teacher 1 
 Internet service product operator 1 

Consumer loyalty (of the 

corporation they most 

frequently interact with) 

Non-loyal consumer 9 

Moderately loyal consumer 4 

Very loyal consumer 3 

   

3.2.3 Interview Protocols 

Two semi-structured interview protocols, both with a set of questions, probes 

and case sensitive questions where necessary were used to guide the interviews. The 

interview protocol for the corporate interviewees (i.e., in-house social media managers) 

contained three sections (see Appendix A). The first section of questions asked about 

the participant’s demographics (i.e., gender, occupation, duty description, and the 

length they have worked for the company). The second section of questions asked 
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about organizations usage of social media to the participant one by one for answers, 

including the social media platforms employed, the stakeholders their social media 

communication targets, and the shaped social media strategies for China and for 

overseas markets (if they have used non-Chinese social media platforms). The third 

section explored their definition, applications, and effect(s) of dialogic communication 

with consumers. The fourth section concerned the relationship between dialogic 

communication and CCE by asking participants about dialogic and other social media 

strategies that work well on engagement.  

The interview protocol for the consumers of organizations is presented in 

Appendix B. The protocol contained four sections. The first section of questions asked 

about the interviewees’ demographics (i.e., gender, age, occupation, education), brand 

social media account(s) they follow, types and frequencies of their interactions with the 

brand account(s), and their brand loyalty (whether they were non-loyal consumers, 

moderately loyal consumers, or very loyal consumers). The second section of questions 

asked about the occasions and experiences in which they had a dialogue with a brand 

or a company in social media and their expectations for such dialogue. The third section 

contained questions about consumer engagement with the brand’s social media account 

at the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions. The fourth section of questions 

asked whether and how the interviewees’ engagement intention and behavior are 

influenced by dialogic communication and gratifications employed by corporations 

when communicating with them on branded social media accounts. 

3.2.4. Data analysis  
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The interviews conducted in Chinese were transcribed and translated into 

English following a back-translation process for analysis. The interview data were 

analyzed through open coding using NVivo 12. Initial codes were generated based on 

broader themes of dialogic communication (e.g., general features and orientations). 

Second-order coding focused mainly on the characteristics and features of dialogic 

communication in China (e.g., forms and contextual factors). All codes were then 

organized into conceptually clustered matrices to allow themes to emerge. Tables 3 and 

4 display the themes and codes. 

 

Table 3. Themes and Codes of Interviews with in-house Social Media Managers  

Theme Second-order theme Code 

Frequently used social 

media platform 

Sina Weibo  

Tencent WeChat  

Bilibili.com  

Douyin  

Toutiao  

Zhihu  

Key stakeholders Internal Employees or potential employees 

Investors 

External Customers  

Government 

Shareholders 

General public 

Common forms of 

dialogic 

communication 

Open-source social 

media 

Collecting feedbacks and comments 

Encouraging user-generated comments 

Posting messages constantly 

Replying to consumers’ comments or 

questions 

Online videos or live 

streaming 

Allowing live commenting in online 

videos 

Q&A in live streaming 

One-on-one chat Online customer services 

Private messages on social media 

Offline channels In person or via telephone 

Perceived features of 

dialogue 

Mutuality Spirit of mutual equality 

Responsiveness 

Openness Accessibility 

Transparency 

Social presence Humanization of company accounts 

One-on-one conversation 

Real-time conversation 

Communicate with consumers in human 

voice 
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Table 3 (continued). 

  Empathizing the consumers 

Risks Stakeholders’ voices may be out of 

control 

  Negative comments may trigger negative 

word of mouths by other users on social 

media 

Regulation constraints 

Propinquity Engagement 

Immediacy of presence 

Temporal flow 

Cocreation of meaning Content cocreation 

Incorporating consumers’ comments on 

an issue 

Commitment Commitment to ensure consumer 

understanding 

Genuineness 

Public-public 

communication 

Building user communities 

Triggering discussions between 

consumers 

Perceived effects of 

dialogue 

Enhancing organizational 

effectiveness 

Product and service improvement 

Making communication more effective 

Obtaining more accurate user profiles 

Facilitating crisis management 

Boosting sales 

Improving consumers’ 

experience 

Obtaining useful information 

Getting better products and experience 

Getting the feeling of being noticed and 

respected 

Facilitating decision making 

Gaining monetary rewards via 

participation 

Benefiting organization–

public relationship 

Building trust 

Emotional attachment 

Mutual understanding 

Shortened psychological distance 

Consumer engagement 

Constraints of dialogue Strategic concerns Account positioning 

Costs 

Risks 

Brand features 

Consumers’ low dialogic 

intentions 

Their consumers do not have intentions of 

dialogue 

Consumers were defensive against 

corporations’ messages 

Organizational factors Department compatibility 

Corporation type 

Industry features 

Contextual factors Constrained by media platforms 

Pandemic impact 

Constrained by higher level of 

management 

Social media 

communication goals 

Boosting share of voice Draw consumers’ attention to brand-

related issues 
Raising public awareness of the brand 

Trigger public discussion on brand-

related issues 
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Table 3 (continued). 

 Improving brand image 

and reputation 

Attitude change 

Brand image building 

Facilitate CSR communication 

Enhancing positive word-of-mouths 

Relationship building Improving loyalty and stickiness of 

account users 

Building trust from consumers 

Establishing emotional attachment 

Performance indicators  Brand volume The counts of likes, shares, and 

comments 

Whether the content has become trending 

Media attention 

Word-of-mouth Valence of social media comments 

Offline word-of-mouths 

 Sales conversion Sales conversion 

Social media strategies Emotional appeals Heart touching messages 

Humor 

Entertainment content Newsjacking 

Celebrity endorsement 

Creating social presence Using human voice 

Creating a brand avatar 

Creating group chats or communities 

with consumers and company 

representatives 

Encouraging user-

generated content 

Running user-generated content contests 

Creating templates for users to follow 

Monetary incentive Prize draw 

Social media users’ 

needs 

Utilitarian Knowledgeable and informational needs 

Obtaining monetary or gift rewards 

Customized services 

Hedonic Killing time 

Feel connected to celebrities  

Keeping up with trending topics 

Social Esteem needs 

Connection with other social actors 

Antecedents of social 

media engagement 

Behavioral engagement: 

liking, sharing and 

commenting 

Dialogic communication 

Utilitarian gratification 

Social gratification 

Cognitive engagement: 

gaining attention 

Dialogic communication 

Hedonic gratification 

Social gratification 

Cognitive engagement: 

raising absorption and 

stickiness 

Dialogic communication 

Utilitarian gratification  

Social gratification 

Emotional engagement: 

emotional attachment 

Dialogic communication 

Hedonic gratification 

Social gratification 

Emotional engagement: 

favorable attitude toward 

the brand 

Dialogic communication 

Hedonic gratification 

Social gratification 
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Table 4. Themes and Codes of Interviews with Consumers 

Theme Second-order theme Code 

Frequently used social 

media platform 

Sina Weibo  

Tencent WeChat  

Bilibili.com  

Douyin  

Toutiao  

Zhihu  

Lofter 

Forms of dialogic 

communication among 

companies they follow 

Online Liking, sharing or commenting company 

messages 

Participating in companies’ surveys and 

return visits 

Join companies’ online communities or 

group chats 

Taking part in companies’ social media 

activities 

Replying to other consumers’ posts 

  Joining companies’ live stream videos 

Mentioning company accounts in their 

social media messages 

Offline Contacting customer services via phone 

Participating in companies’ offline 

activities 

Components of 

genuine dialogue  

Problem solving Taking customers’ problems seriously 

Customized resolutions 

Proactively following up with customers’ 

problems 

Commitment Respect and attention 

Genuineness 

Supportiveness 

Empathy Courtesy and hospitality 

Showing understanding for customers’ 

situations and emotions 

Respect customers’ wills and not 

bombarding or harassing them 

Social presence Humanized perspective 

Real-person conversation 

Mutuality Responsiveness 

Openness Accessibility 

Transparency 

Benefits of dialogue Social gratification Being concerned or respected 

Participation 

Making friends with other account users 

Utilitarian gratification Gaining monetary rewards 

Obtaining information 

Dialogue’s effect on 

OPRs  

Positive effects Higher brand preference 

Increased brand favorability 

Higher levels of brand involvement 

Increased trust toward the brand 

Negative effects if no or 

low-quality dialogic 

communication 

No longer purchase the brand’s product 

Decreased favorability 

Negative word-of-mouth of the brand 

Contents of dialogic 

communication  

Product- or service-

related issues 

After-sales services 

Pre- or in-sales services 
Feedback on their positive experiences 

Company-related issues Participating in company’s activities 
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Table 4 (continued). 

  Commenting on company’s crisis or 

negative news 

Celebrity- or influencer-

related issues 

Purchases of celebrity or influencer 

endorsed products 

Recommending celebrity or influencer 

endorsed products to others 

Responding to celebrity or influencer 

related messages 

Daily life related issues Chit chat 

Following the trending topics 

Social media 

gratification 

Utilitarian Monetary rewards 

Gaining knowledge and information 

Obtaining better services  

Hedonic Entertaining and fun contents 

Following trending topics  

Feeling emotionally attached with the 

company 

Social Making new friends 

Jumping on the bandwagon of friends 

  Esteem needs 

Antecedents of social 

media engagement 

 

Behavioral engagement: 

liking, sharing and 

commenting 

Consumer–brand identification 

Dialogic communication 

Utilitarian 

Hedonic 

Cognitive engagement: 

gaining attention 
Consumer–brand identification 

Dialogic communication 

Cognitive engagement: 

raising absorption and 

stickiness 

Utilitarian 

Hedonic 

Hedonic 

Emotional engagement: 

Emotional attachment 
Consumer–brand identification 

Dialogic communication 

Emotional engagement: 

favorable attitude 

toward the company 

Consumer–brand identification 

Dialogic communication 

 

3.3 Study 2: Survey 

To answer RQ3 by testing the proposed hypotheses, Study 2 was conducted by 

online surveying brand consumers in China drawn from Qualtrics’ online panel. The 

study was approved by the Research Ethics Review Panel of School of Communication 

in Hong Kong Baptist University (Ethics approval number: 2021-22_HQY_03). The 

following sections report the data collection and analysis used in Study 2 in details.   

3.3.1 Sampling and Participants 

Qualtrics, a professional research panel company, was used to recruit 
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participants (N = 559) in the period of January 9-19, 2022, following two criteria: social 

media users China who (1) have followed at least one branded account and (2) are 

consumers or potential consumers of the brand(s) they have followed. Screener 

questions were shown in the first section of the survey, asking participants if they were 

following any brand’s account in social media and whether they had purchased or in 

the next 12 months intended to purchase the brand’s products or services. After 

excluding the unengaged participants (i.e., those who selected “3” for most, if not all, 

questions) and an outlier (i.e., a participant who reported being 3 years old), a total of 

548 participants’ responses were used for analysis. Based on Yamane’s (1967) formula, 

a sample size of 400 is adequate for a population as large as 1 billion and allows a 

margin of error of ±5% at a 95% confidence level. Thus, the sample size of 548 is 

satisfactory. 

3.3.2 Data Collection and Pretest  

The author requested a sample from Qualtrics that fit the targeted demographic 

group: social media users China who have followed at least one branded account and 

are consumers or potential consumers of the brand(s) they have followed. Screener 

questions were shown in the first section of the survey, asking participants if they were 

following any brand’s account in social mediaand whether they had purchased or in the 

next 12 months intended to purchase the brand’s products or services. To ensure data 

quality, reverse-coded items were used to eliminate acquiescence and boredom biases 

(Couch & Kenniston, 1960, as cited in Ao, 2020).  

Before data were collected, the questionnaire underwent three rounds of 
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pretests. In the first round, the questionnaire was distributed to and answered by 12 

social media users in mainland China, all recruited via purposive sampling, to obtain 

their feedback about the survey design and wordings. Altogether, 11 items were 

reported to be poorly worded, unclear, or beyond most people’s daily experience; those 

11 items were revised. In the second round of pretests, the revised questionnaire was 

given to the same 12 respondents along with 21 additional respondents, also all 

purposively selected, to ensure that all items were presented clearly without any 

ambiguity. In the third round, the author recruited 163 respondents, all of whom were 

randomly sampled by Qualtrics for a soft launch, to test overall measurement reliability. 

Overall, Cronbach’s alphas for reliability were α = .74 for the 15-item gratification 

measure, α = .90 for the 20-item measurement of Chinese corporation–consumer 

dialogic communication (CCDC), α = .77 for the 10-item consumer–corporation 

engagement (CCE) measure, and α = .82 for the four-item consumer–brand 

identification (CBI) measure, all of which indicated good reliability. 

Table 5 shows the demographics and social media behaviors of the survey 

participants. The participants’ average age was 30.76 years (SD = 9.19), ranging from 

15 to 68 years. About 57.3% of participants (n = 314) were women and 42.7% (n = 

234) were men. Most participants had a bachelor’s degree (n = 358, 65.3%). About 

20.4% (n = 112) of the participants had an associate degree, followed by a high-school 

degree (n = 40, 7.3%) and a graduate degree or above (n = 38, 6.9%).  

Among the brands followed by the participants in social media, Nike (n = 48, 

8.8%), Huawei (n = 41, 7.5%), and Adidas (n = 27, 4.9%) were the most followed. 
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Regarding the social media platforms used by the participants, 32.3% of them followed 

the brand(s) on WeChat while 28.5% were on Weibo and 26.8% on Douyin. In addition, 

33 participants (6.0%) reported to be on Little Red Book, followed by Bilibili (3.8%), 

Zhihu (1.5%), and other platforms, such as Taobao and Kuaishou (1.1%). In terms of 

the participants’ general social media use on a daily basis, they reported an average 

time of 3.83 hours (SD = 2.80). 

 

Table 5. Demographics of Respondents 

Demographic Categories Frequency Valid Percentage 

Gender   

Male  234 42.7% 

Female 314 57.3% 

Age   

18-24 145 26.5% 

25-34 257 46.9% 

35-44 102 18.6% 

45-54 28 5.1% 

55-64 13 2.4% 

65+ 3 0.5% 

Highest level of education   

High school 40 7.3% 

Associate 112 20.4% 

Bachelor 358 65.3% 

Graduate or above 38 6.9 

 

3.3.3 Survey Instrument 

The author developed and refined instruments based on the findings of Study 1, 

the details of which are presented in the next chapter. The online survey questionnaire 

for the study contained four sections. Most of the questions used a 5-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (seldom, totally disagree, or very unlikely) to 5 (always, totally agree, 

or very likely). The survey questionnaire appears in Appendix B.  

Filtering questions: Branded account following and brand purchases. The 
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first section contained filtering questions that asked about if the participants follow 

brands, which they consume or intent to consumer on social media. There were three 

questions about participants’ interaction with brands on social media. The participants 

were first asked if they were following a brand’s account at the time of doing the survey. 

The participants who answered “no” were forced to exit the survey. The participants 

were then asked to list all the branded accounts that they were following and the 

accounts’ respective social media platforms. If they followed a branded account on 

more than one platform, they were directed to report the platform on which they most 

frequently visited the account.  

Corporation–Consumer Dialogic Communication (CCDC) on Social 

Media. As suggested by the findings of Study 1, the author adapted items from Taylor 

et al.’s (2001) dialogic communication scale, Zhao and Chen’s (2022) brand–

stakeholder dialogue (BSD) scale, and Cyr et al.’s (2007) social presence scale to 

measure the CCDC. Given the mentioned constructs, the author also employed 

measures emergent from the interview findings of Study 1. The CCDC scale contains 

20 items combined into one variable (M = 3.73, SD = .57, α = .88), using a 5-point 

Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), included the 

measures described in the following subsections. 

Usefulness of information. Considering the usefulness of information to be an 

important factor of dialogic communication, Kent and Taylor (1998) have stated that 

“informational efforts can provide Web site visitors with contact addresses, telephone 

numbers, and electronic-mail address of organizational members, external experts, 
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shareholders, and those holding valid competing/contradictory positions” (p. 328). The 

author thus adopted the indicator of the usefulness of information, which was measured 

by one item asking whether the brand provides its contact information in social media.  

Generation of return visits. Adapted from Taylor et al. (2001), the generation 

of return visits was measured by two items, asking participants whether the corporation 

constantly updates its status in social media, and whether the corporation posts 

important corporate information in its corporate page respectively 

Conversational storytelling. Adapted from Chen and Zhao (2021), 

conversational storytelling was measured by the presence of additional comments by 

the organization, including the replies to its original social media posts even without 

direct solicitation by digital publics.  

Sequentially organized replies. The indicator of sequentially organized replies 

was measured by asking participants whether the brand posts any sequentially 

organized answers in response to stakeholders’ comments, including questions, 

answers, additional information, and acknowledgment (Chen & Zhao, 2021).  

Answer frequency. Answer frequency was measured by asking whether the 

corporation constantly replies to digital stakeholders’ comments, questions, or 

concerns in a post (Chen & Zhao, 2021). 

Conversation starter. Conversation starter was an emergent indicator from the 

interview, as consistent with Lai et al.’s (2020) findings. It was measured by one 

question asking participants whether the brand attempts to interact with stakeholders 

in social mediaby @ing, reposting messages, duetting, or doing joint lives (M = 3.57, 
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SD = .91). 

Participants’ access and inclusion. Adapted from Chen and Zhao (2021), the 

indicator of participants’ access and inclusion was gauged by asking participants 

whether the brand invites members of the public to interact with them using either 

direct or indirect requests. 

Timely response. The indicator of timely response was measured by asking 

participants whether the brand responds to the public’s comments and private messages 

in a timely manner. The indicator emerged from Study 1 and was consistent with Chen 

and Zhao’s (2021) time lap indicator on the OSD scale. 

Mutuality. Mutuality, an important indicator of dialogic communication (Kent 

& Taylor, 2002; Yang et al., 2015), was measured by two items. One item asks 

participants about the extent to which the corporation communicates in a dialogic, 

equal manner. Another asks if the corporation conducts dialogic communication 

consistently. 

Empathy and confirmation. The indicator of empathy and confirmation was 

measured by two questions, one requesting participants to evaluate whether the brand 

acknowledges the voice of the public and shows empathy and understanding for 

stakeholders’ positions and needs in their communication.  

Informative richness. The indicator of informative richness, adapted from 

Chen and Zhao (2021), was measured by asking participants whether the brand 

includes additional meaningful and/or useful information or external resources such as 

images, videos links, or files in its conversations with stakeholders in order to facilitate 
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communication. 

Need-fulfillment. The indicator of need-fulfillment emerged from the interview 

findings in Study 1. It was measured by asking participants whether the brand properly 

solves their problems courteously, especially in response to complaints. 

Social presence. Five items from the measure of social presence was adapted 

from Cyr et al.’s (2007) for the Chinese context based on the findings of Study 1 and 

pretests The measure contained the following five items: “The brand’s account 

establishes a public persona by assigning a nickname or an icon to itself,” “The brand’s 

account communicates with a sense of human contact,” “The brand’s account 

communicates with communicative conventions such as greetings, emojis, and memes,” 

“Overall, the brand’s account often interacts with the public on social media,” and 

“Overall, the brand’s account communicates with a sense of human warmth and 

sensitivity.” 

Consumer–brand identification (CBI). A four-item scale (M = 3.95, SD = .59, 

α = .76) for CBI was developed with reference to Stokburger-Sauer et al. (2012). Items 

included “I am very fond of the brand’s products and/or services,” “I identify strongly 

with the brand’s values,” “The brand has a great deal of personal meaning for me,” and 

“Overall, I have a strong identification with the brand.” 

Utilitarian gratifications of the corporate account. Adapted from Xu et al.’s 

(2012), Chen (2017) and Davis (1989), utilitarian gratification (UG; M = 3.82, SD 

= .55, α = .73) was measured by usefulness and immediate access. Usefulness was 

assessed by three questions: “The brand’s social media account offers convenient in- 
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and after-sale services,” “The brand’s social media account pushes too much useless 

information,” and “The brand’s social media account offers many benefits such as 

coupons, vouchers, and gifts”. Three questions about immediate access were: “The 

brand’s social media account allows me to obtain brand-related information [e.g., new 

arrivals and company trends] more easily and quickly,” “The brand’s social media 

account allows me to contact with the brand more easily and quickly,” and “The brand 

responds in a timely manner on its social media account.” 

Hedonic gratifications of the corporate account. For hedonic gratification 

(HG; M = 3.56, SD = .62, α = .73), the author adapted three relevant constructs from 

Xu et al.’s (2012) scale: stylishness, escape, and leisure. Stylishness was measured with 

two items: “I don’t want others to know that I am following or subscribing the brand’s 

social media account” (reverse-coded) and “Following or subscribing the brand’s social 

media account contributes to my good taste.” Escape was also measured with two items: 

“Visiting the brand’s social media account helps relieve my stress” and “The brand’s 

social media account is a good time-killer when I feel bored.” Leisure was measured 

with two items as well: “The brand’s social media content is fun, and I enjoy reading 

or watching it” and “The brand’s social media content constantly organizes fun 

activities.” 

Social gratifications of the corporate account. The measure for brand 

accounts’ social gratification (SG; M = 3.61, SD = .76, α = .75), adapted from Chen 

(2017), Han et al. (2015), and Kuo and Feng (2013), included three items: “The brand’s 

social media account feels like a friend of mine,” “The brand’s social media account 
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allows me to make friends with other brand users,” and “The brand’s social media 

account allows me to have more common topics with my friends.” 

Cognitive consumer–corporation engagement (CCCE) on social media. 

CCE in social mediawas measured by three dimensions: cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral. Guided by Chen (2018), CCCE (M = 3.73, SD = .76, α=.61), was 

measured by absorption, awareness, and interest using three items: “I would stay for a 

long time while browsing the brand’s social media account that I use,” “I usually 

wouldn’t visit the brand’s social media account proactively,” and “I don’t want to miss 

any updates from the brand’s social media account.” 

Emotional consumer–corporation engagement (ECCE) on social media. 

ECCE (M = 3.63, SD = .69, α=.77) was operationalized as the consumers’ stickiness 

and emotional attachment to the brand’s account. Adapted from Chen’s (2017), ECCE 

was measured by four items: “Browsing the brand’s social media account has become 

part of my daily life,” “I have a sense of identification with the brand’s social media 

account,” “I enjoy browsing the brand’s social media account. It makes me pleased or 

satisfied,” and “I will defend the brand in social mediawhen it is criticized or insulted 

by other users.” 

Behavioral engagement. The author measured behavioral consumer–

corporation engagement (BCCE; M = 3.58, SD = .79, α=.69), as suggested by Chen 

(2017), by asking participants about their online activities with the company or other 

users on the platform. Taking into consideration the online behavioral patterns of 

consumers in China revealed by Study 1, the author gauged BCCE with three items: “I 
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often respond to the content (i.e., like, share, or comment) on the branded social media 

account,” “I often participate in online and/or offline events hosted by the brand,” and 

“I have joined a group chat operated by the brand.” 

3.3.4 Data Analysis 

The survey data was analyzed in three stages. The first stage was a data 

cleaning process where the researcher screened the cases to make sure the data was 

ready for analyses. The second stage was a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), 

performed to validate the measures for the variables in the model using SPSS Amos 

24 Graphics. In the third stage the causal effects of the revised model were analyzed 

using a structural equation model (SEM) analysis. The data analyses in this stage 

were conducted using the Lavaan package in R Studio. 
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CHAPTER 4 RESULTS 

This chapter has four sections. The first three sections report the interview 

(Study 1) results that answer RQs 1-3. Based on the interview results regarding the 

relationship between CCDC and CCE (RQ3), the fourth section presents the revised 

model and its hypotheses to tested in Study 2 (survey).  

4.1 Study 1: Interview Results 

4.1.1 RQ1: Conceptualization and Applications of Dialogic Communication 

Research question 1 asked how Chinese companies and consumers define 

dialogic communication. To answer the question, interviewees, including public 

relations or social media managers in major companies and consumers who followed 

at least one company account, were asked to define dialogic communication between 

organizations and consumers. The findings suggest that a shared conceptualization of 

dialogic communication by both corporations and consumers in China as a strategic 

conversation, mainly as information exchange to achieve a pre-determined goal in the 

mind of corporations or consumers. Within this broader conceptualization, 

corporations and consumers have different focus and expectation for dialogic 

communication, which will be discussed as follows. 

Conceptualization of Dialogic Communication 

Dialogic communication defined by companies. The corporate interviewees 

conceptualized CCDC as a form of open, interpersonal conversation that most often 

manifests as social media threads within corporation–consumer message loops. Such 

conversation should not be initiated by the company only. Their company shows 
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mutuality, openness, and social presence when practicing such conversation. Among 

the 20 definitions given by company participants, mutuality, openness, and social 

presence were the most frequently mentioned concepts.  

 Mutuality was mentioned by 16 interviewees, who generally considered 

dialogic communication as two-way, interactive communication. Fourteen 

interviewees positioned responsiveness as an important attribute of mutuality. 

Participants generally noted the importance of timely responses. One participant noted: 

“The first thing is whether there is any response, no matter positive or negative. Getting 

responses is the very basis of dialogue.” Or, as another participant commented, “If 

taking dialogue at the face level, I think communication with interactions and responses, 

especially timely ones, can be defined as a superficial level of dialogic communication.”  

On the basis of timely response, some participants expect responses to be 

“efficient” and “effective”, responding to consumer need as much as they could. One 

participant further noted: 

 

In my company, the most important [about dialogue] thing is to listen to our 

users’ voices and respond by actions. It’s our brand values to listen to users’ 

voices. For example, at the early stage of our brand development, we even 

designed our products based on users’ feedback. […] We established a brand 

community with 1 million users. They gave us thousands of comments on our 

products and service every day. We have a team with around a hundred people 

to communicate with them and to collect their comments and bring these 
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comments to the technology department. We will make changes to our 

products and services according to many of these comments often within a 

week. 

 

A few other participants mentioned a spirit of mutual equality as a factor of 

mutuality. One interviewee stated,  

 

The first element of dialogue is that it cannot always be companies that 

initiate the dialogue. It’s not like the communication mode that brands serve 

as a teacher that educates the consumers by one way communication. In 

contrast, we treat our users as teachers. It is because that a company or a team 

has limited intelligence and experience, but billions of users could share 

unlimited ideas and experience with us, which helps the brand to go 

further. … I would say that dialogue is about the discourse of power. The 

interlocutors should have equal ability to set the agenda. […] Sometimes we 

or our team set the agenda, but more agendas should be initiated by the users. 

 

However, mutual equality was not a shared feature perceived by company 

participants. More interviewees expressed their concern that conducting a mutually 

equal dialogue will make them lose control, which was risky, even dangerous for them. 

As one interviewee noted:  
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Interviewee: Dialogue is something we want, and every company wants. 

However, we need to examine ourselves to see if we can grab hold of the 

dialogue. You know, we may lose control of a dialogue, when, for example, 

some users lead the dialogue to an unexpected direction. Negative voices, or 

even crises, may occur. Therefore, we need to set the agenda to some 

extent. …We need to make sure that dialogues go in our expected direction. 

Otherwise, the stake will be high. Or at least, unnecessary costs will be high.  

 

More than half of the participants mentioned the concept of openness when 

defining CCDC. Most participants emphasized accessibility and transparency as the 

indicators of openness. Participants generally described accessibility as an open 

channel for two-way communication, as one participant noted: “It’s very important that 

there is a ‘pipe’ connecting the interlocutors, through which I am aware that you are 

talking to me, and I also know that you are listening to me.” Or, as an example given 

by another interviewee:  

 

They [consumers] could ‘@’ us at any time, or leave a message directly to our 

backstage, stating that they either have a problem, want to interact with us, or 

anything else. Some companies may leave their contact information like their 

telephone number on social media pages, but when you call the number, it’s 

almost always busy. However, we would respond to the best we can. 
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The interviewees mentioned transparency as honest and relevant information. 

One interviewee commented: “If a company avoids any sensitive issue or only set-

piece communicates to a selected audience, we won’t call it an ideal way.” Another 

interviewee noted: “All the content or information should be delivered to your 

consumers in the way as if you speak to your friends. You don’t lie to your friends, do 

you? Then you shouldn’t lie to your consumers.”  

Social presence was another concept used by the interviewees to define CCDC. 

Interviewees talked about how they tried to engage consumers and reach out to them 

as individuals in an interpersonal way. One participant noted: “If you [conduct dialogic 

communication] aiming for stakeholder engagement via social media, you are 

engaging individual human beings. You need to get back to the connection with human 

beings at the end of the day.”  

Humanization of the brand account was also considered as an indicator of social 

presence. Another participant explained: 

 

Humanizing our account helps our consumers perceive an object of 

communication. They would roughly feel what kind of person they were 

communicating with and what they could expect. They would even start 

thinking what they should say to attract us, how they could interact with 

us. An account with a personality establishes an emotional attachment with 

users, which was important for companies to operate social media 

accounts. 
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Other interviewees acknowledged social presence by noting the great potential 

of live streaming, which offer real-time conversations and human voice, and thus afford 

social presence.  As one interviewee commented on live streaming: “A great thing 

about live streaming is that it is in real-time, and consumers are interacting with real 

people.”  

Another interviewee noted the importance of real-time conversations: “The 

communication must be real-time to be called ‘dialogic.’” Another noted: “Of course 

real-time conversations make consumers feel better, because it resembles the in-person 

communication.” 

Some mentioned their efforts to communicate with consumers in conversational 

human voice, which is making publics perceive that they are having conversation with 

an actual person (Park & Lee, 2012) who speaks in human language rather than “the 

elevated, empty speech of the corporate hierarchy” (Searls & Weinberger, 1999, p. 7). 

As such, the concept of conversational human voice is integrally related to social 

presence (Short et al., 1976). Participants mentioned communicating in human voice in 

three aspects. First, some participants mentioned various communication tactics to 

make consumers feel that behind the corporate account is a human being. For example, 

they reported to use various kinds of language features, such as communicative 

conventions, memes and emojis, when interacting with followers on their social media 

accounts. Some gave the brand a nickname or a mascot to humanize the brand account. 

The second aspect is to treat consumers as individuals by attending to their own needs, 
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interests, and emotions. Thus, listening to consumer voices played a key role in 

demonstrating the company’s social presence in CCDC, as a participant noted: “A real 

person not only speaks but also listens and understands.” The third aspect of 

communicating in human voice was to treat the people whom the company 

communicates with on its social media account as friends or even as families when 

talking to those who are much engaged with the brand account (e.g., heavy or loyal 

users of the brand account).  

Apart from mutuality, openness, and social presence, the interviewees also 

mentioned propinquity, co-creation of meaning, and public-public communication, 

although less frequently. Definitions including these concepts positions dialogic 

communication as an approach that requires corporations’ genuine willingness, deep 

commitment, and great communication and relationship-building efforts toward 

consumers. As such, interviewees who mentioned these features also expressed their 

concern about the costs and risks associated with dialogue. Other concepts, including 

co-creation of meaning and facilitating public-public communication, were less 

prevalent, but they marked the premise of dialogue on intersubjectivity (Kent & Taylor, 

2002). 

Dialogic communication defined by consumers. Compared to the company 

participants, the consumer interviewees displayed higher uniformity in defining 

dialogic communication. The 16 consumer interviewees define dialogic 

communication as a corporation-consumer conversation for need fulfillment and 

information exchange. They mentioned five concepts to define dialogic 
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communication: need-fulfillment, empathy, commitment, social presence, and 

openness. 

First, need-fulfillment was a highly prevalent concept in defining dialogic 

communication as 13 among 16 interviewees mentioned it. Many of the 13 

interviewees considered taking customers’ problems seriously as a key element of 

satisfying dialogue, especially in the situation of complaints. Interviewees generally 

initiated dialogue with companies to resolve their problems or fulfill their needs. If 

their problems cannot be solved, at least they expect at least their needs to be 

understood and paid close attention to. According to many interviewees, they would 

evaluate the extent of company’s genuineness in fulfilling their needs by a set of 

indicators, like whether the company listens to their description of their needs or 

problems patiently, explains the situation in details, offers a feasible plan or schedule 

of their solution, and follows up with consumers proactively. As long as the company’s 

genuineness was perceived, the consumers generally consider the conversation 

satisfying. 

Customized resolutions to consumer problems were reported as an important 

element of the need-fulfillment feature of dialogue. One participant explained:  

 

Don’t blather or explain your situation. … You just let me know when my 

problem could be resolved and how I would be informed. Personalized brand 

image or recreational content are fine, but the ultimate standing point is 

customized problem solving. 
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In addition, companies’ proactive follow-ups were highly preferred, as another 

interviewee commented: “They followed up on their solution after I requested 

assistance, which was very nice and thoughtful. In that case, even though their product 

was not perfect, I would still choose their product because their excellent customer 

support increased my purchase intention.”  

Empathy was also mentioned by 12 interviewees, highlighting respect and 

attention, genuineness, and supportiveness. Among them, nine interviewees mentioned 

respect and attention as a significant element of satisfying dialogic communication. 

\As one participant noted: “In fact, my appeal was very simple. I was asking for nothing 

more than a nice attitude. […] If they even just reassure me a little bit, I’d feel more 

comfortable.” 

Genuineness was also a frequently mentioned appeal for dialogic communication. 

Participants expected corporations to be honest and authentic in conversations; 

otherwise, they might feel being fooled. One participant shared his refund experience 

from a tour travel agent after his booked trip was canceled because of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Although it took a very long time for him to get the refund, he considered 

the experience satisfactory because the corporate representative communicated with 

him in a genuine manner. According to the interviewee, the representative constantly 

updated him on the progress of the refund and explained the situation to the best of the 

representative’s knowledge. As a comparison, the interviewee’s experience with 

another corporation was described as “very disappointing”. The interviewee reported a 
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delayed package to the corporation, who was the seller of the product. The corporate 

representative, however, kept lying to the interviewee that the package was on its way, 

until the interviewee found out that it was actually stolen. “I will never forget this 

extremely disappointing experience with the company,” said the interviewee. 

Supportiveness was essential as many interviewees expected their participation 

in dialogue to be encouraged and facilitated. Advanced communication platforms (e.g., 

a mobile application) in which dialogue occurs pose challenges to consumers who are 

unfamiliar with technologies. As an interviewee claimed: “For people above 35 years 

of age and not familiar with mobile phones, it’s very difficult to seek help from that 

company.”  

 

Commitment and social presence were equally prevalent concepts, with both 

being mentioned by over half of the consumer participants. Factors reflecting the 

company’s courtesy and hospitality, like fine-tuned language, were constantly 

mentioned as an indicator of commitment to the conversation. Social presence was 

another concept mentioned repeatedly by interviewees. Most of them showed a strong 

preference for communicating with real people and resisted chat-bots. Even when 

communicating with real people, the interviewees stressed the importance of 

conversational human voice to form dialogue. One participant commented:  

 

Conversations between human beings, no matter using written or spoken 

language, involve emotions and inherent logics. Without these, you will be like 
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a talking machine, even if you used those interjections, emoticons to act cute. 

[…] A lot of brand representatives talk like a machine by copying and pasting 

company scripts, although you know that they are real people. Such 

communication is really annoying.” 

 

A few other participants expressed their appreciation of companies’ social 

media accounts with high levels of social presence or using the human voice, as one 

participant commented: “It is very fun that they use the kind of non-official language 

to promote.” Or, as another noted: “Only a humanized, ordinary-people perspective 

finds an echo with ordinary people.” 

Next, nearly half of the participants mentioned the concept of mutuality. 

Consistent with Yang et al. (2015), they generally emphasized prompt responses as the 

key indicator of mutuality because it shows that the corporation remains aware of the 

consumers and is keen to cultivate the relationship. As one interviewee commented: “If 

you do not respond promptly, people don’t need you anymore.” Many interviewees 

reported to a negative attitude toward a company when they experienced a very delayed 

reply from the company. They considered such communication not dialogic because it 

showed that the corporation is not sensitive to consumers’ evolving needs. Such 

communication experience was even described as “awful” and “rather annoying.”, and 

may even lead to worse relationships.  

Finally, openness was also mentioned by only a few interviewees, stressing 

accessibility and transparency. Interviewees stressed accessibility, mentioning that 
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they expected open access to corporate information and communication channels. One 

interviewee commented on a company he often interacts with:  

 

One thing I like about the company is that they maintain effective and open 

communication channels. For most other companies, it may be easy to contact 

them on trivial matters, but things get a lot more difficult if your problem needs 

to be addressed by higher level staff. However, company A is different. To the 

best of my knowledge, most of their management staff, starting from the CEO, 

have a social media account, and they constantly respond to messages to fulfill 

their needs and address their problems. 

 

Participants also mentioned transparency as an indicator of openness, which 

serves as a component of dialogic communication. However, transparency is more of 

a hygiene factor of their product and service experience. They generally did not require 

a high level of organizational transparency and were oblivious of companies’ 

information disclosure in most of the time. However, once they were aware that a brand 

undisclosed certain information, especially brand or service related one, they would be 

very dissatisfied, or even angry. One participant shared his experience: 

 

I once purchased a cell phone online. However, after three days, the tracking 

information has not been updated. I reported the problem to the customer 

service, and during the communicating process, I had the feeling that the 
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representative was hiding something because (s)he talked incoherently. At first 

(s)he told me that it was caused by network failure, then traffic delay, and stuff. 

It was one week later when (s)he finally admitted that my package was stolen 

in transit.  To be honest, I would not blame the brand because they were also 

victims. […] I will never trust the brand anymore, because the communication 

is opaque. As a consumer, I have the right to know the truth. 

 

Applications of Dialogic Communication in China 

Research question 1 also asked the application of dialogic communication in 

China. To answer the question, both corporations and social media consumers were 

asked to describe the channels through which they communicate dialogically.  

Platforms and tactics for dialogic communication applied by companies. 

Most company participants reported open-source social media as the key platform for 

dialogic communication. Other dialogic communication channels mentioned by 

company participants include live streaming or live commenting, online chat groups, 

one-on-one conversation, and offline channels. These channels consistently afforded 

interpersonal communications but were adopted less frequently. Consistently, 

corporate participants mentioned various tactics performed in open-source social 

media. Tactics on other platforms were rarely mentioned, possibly because they are 

underexamined, as one participant noted. 

When practicing dialogic communication in open-source social media, 

corporate participants most stressed the importance of replying or reaching out to 
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consumers by either mentioning, forwarding, or commenting on digital consumers’ 

posts or comments because such behavior signifies the corporate intention to interact 

with the consumer. One participant noted: “We are greatly concerned about our 

communication with consumers who leave us comments. […] We would proactively 

handle those comments on our major online platforms.” However, most participants 

admitted that they would only provide replies they consider “necessary,” as it would 

be “too costly,” if not “impossible,” to respond to every stakeholder comment. 

Handling complaints or negative comments was generally considered “necessary,” 

while replying to comments that are “fun” or have “a potential for interaction” was also 

considered important. 

Many participants also consider constantly posting messages that address the 

targeted consumers’ questions and needs in social media as an important form of 

dialogic communication. Even posting messages without mentioning others could be a 

channel of dialogic communication, according to several interviewees, as long as they 

address the interests and concerns of consumers. One interviewee described how 

dialogic communication is formed through such a process:  

 

We post carefully crafted social media messages focusing on the consumers' 

questions and needs collected beforehand, via conducting surveys or 

analyzing consumer comments. Such messages may elicit more responses 

and questions from the consumers, and we post messages to address them 

again. 
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Piggybacking off celebrities, news stories, or special days was also considered 

“dialogic,” because these messages “bring connections to users” and thus may easily 

“find an echo with them.” Many participants also talked about encouraging and 

facilitating user-generated content as an important form of dialogue, mostly through 

online activities like games, contests, and prize drawings.  

Forms of dialogic communication preferred by consumers. All digital 

consumer interviewees stressed the importance of one-on-one communication 

channels, via online chat, telephone, or in person, especially in situations of a complaint. 

As stated before, a smooth open channel through which consumers could easily access 

the company was considered a key element of dialogic communication, as one 

participant noted: 

 

Interviewee: One thing that I like about the brand is that … the brand interacts 

with its users a lot. As a fan, there are so many channels to contact them. I 

could leave them a private message, a comment to their social media posts, 

or just “@” any account of their staff members. 

Interviewer: How do you know whether an account belongs to its staff 

member? 

Interviewee: It’s in their profiles. They encourage their staff to state their 

identities in profiles, I guess. Anyway, I could contact them via various 

channels and in most of the times, I received responses in time. 
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Interviewer: They have so many users. How could they handle so much 

feedback? Do you think it’s because that you are a die-hard fan of their brand? 

Interviewee: I don’t know. But whatsoever, their staff members, including 

CEO and management staff do interact with users a lot on the internet. 

 

Another participant provocatively stated: “I’m kind of like an emperor who 

keeps a lot of concubines in my palace. I don’t like them pestering me all the time, but 

when I need any of my concubines, she must be there.1” 

Most interviewees also participated in dialogic communication with companies 

in other forms, including taking surveys or interviews, joining online chat groups, 

liking, forwarding, or commenting on companies’ social media messages, etc. However, 

their communicative actions mostly received no response. Also, their engagement 

intentions via social media were much lower. More than one interviewee claimed they 

would participate only “when time allows.”  

Situations where dialogic communication takes place. The consumer 

interviewees further described contents of their dialogues with companies. The most 

prevalent context of dialogue is product- or service-related in that all interviewees 

reported making communicative efforts with the company “when there’s a problem 

with the product,” and half of them mentioned seeking dialogue when requesting pre- 

and in-sale services. A few interviewees also gave feedback on their positive product 

 
1 In ancient China, emperors often kept hundreds, even thousands of concubines in his palace, who were all the 

emperor’s lawfully wedded wives. The concubines will be sent to the emperor’s bedroom when the emperor 

summons them. Otherwise, they will have to wait in their own places. It was common that many concubines had 

never met the emperor in person in their whole lives. 
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experience. 

Several interviewees also noted their dialogic intention in company-related 

contexts, especially during organizational crises, as one participant mentioned: “When 

the trending topic is a company crisis, we may have some questions and will thus 

comment their company messages, asking what this is about, or requesting their 

responses.” Another interviewee, who described himself as a “die-hard fan” of a 

company, even noted: “I would capture and report negative contents against the 

company to their staff via social media.” Less prevalent were celebrity- or influencer-

related contexts, in that a few interviewees expressed engagement intentions in 

company messages about their favorite celebrities. Very rarely did interviewees report 

their dialogic communication with a company for socialization. Only one interviewee 

stated that she constantly shared her feelings with a brand’s participant because they 

have become “girlfriends,” and thus she has become a loyal fan of the brand. 

Perceived Benefits and effects of Dialogic Communication 

To better understand how dialogic communication was practiced in China as 

asked by RQ1, the researcher probed by asking about benefits of applying dialogic 

communication as perceived by organizations and consumers. All of the interviewees 

representing companies reported some benefits of implementing dialogic 

communication, with only two of them claiming that dialogic communication produce 

limited benefits. In comparison, consumers mentioned much fewer benefits perceived 

from dialogic communication than companies. 

Benefits reported by companies. Company participants identified the benefits 
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of dialogic communication for organizational effectiveness, organization–public 

relationships, and consumer experience improvement.  

First, 17 interviewees mentioned that dialogic communication contributes to 

organizational effectiveness, in aspects of brand influence, image and reputation 

management, and crisis management by enabling the company to obtain consumer 

feedback. One interviewee even noted, “It’s one of the most important reasons for our 

company’s success.”  

Specifically, most of the 17 interviewees claimed that CCDC contributes to a 

company’s brand influence. As one interviewee noted, “We want to show that we are 

not playing with ourselves. Instead, consumers are involved in the discussion with us, 

and together we have influence.”  

Dialogic communication also benefits organizations’ image and reputation 

management, argued by some other interviewees. Many interviewees agreed that 

dialogic communication helps build a brand image of being close and approachable to 

consumers, which is widely preferred by the younger generation of consumers. Also, 

genuine dialogue featured by openness and authenticity improves corporate reputation. 

As one interviewee noted: “Sustained dialogic communication with consumers builds 

our reputation as a reliable company.” 

A few interviewees mentioned the effect of dialogic communication in 

organizational crises, while others mentioned that dialogic communication could help 

reduce communication costs by serving as a tool for corporate social listening. Several 

other interviewees also mentioned the benefit of dialogic communication for marketing 
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and sales, especially on social media platforms integrated with ecommerce. For 

example, one interviewee shared a story where they held a live stream that allowed 

dialogic communication with their consumers, providing various touchpoints for sales:  

 

With the help of the platform [which allows one-click purchases in the live 

stream], sales soared within the first two hours of the livestream. Although the 

sales were boosted by multiple factors, I consider the dialogic communication 

afforded by the live stream as one of the key elements. We got to interact with 

our consumers in real time, assuring them by answering their questions and 

addressing their concerns. As such, they can have a care-free purchase.” 

  

The benefits of dialogic communication for organization–public relationships 

were stressed by over half of the interviewees. Interviewees claimed that dialogic 

communication was effective for improving consumer behavioral engagement, raising 

emotional attachment, building trust, and cultivating mutual understanding. Consumer 

behavioral engagement was the most frequently identified benefit of CCDC. As one 

participant noted, “If you want your users to [behaviorally] engage, you need to give 

them the chance to speak. You have to listen. Most of the time, we listen. […] That is 

what we do most frequently.” Another participant mentioned the long-term effect of 

dialogic communication on consumer–corporation engagement: “I would say yes [that 

dialogic communication increases engagement], but not in the short run. […] If you 

look at the long run, the engagement trend is a rising curve.” 
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Several interviewees also mentioned that dialogic communication could raise 

emotional attachment between organizations and consumers by “narrowing the gap” 

and “breaking down the barriers.” One participant noted: 

 

In terms of communication with consumers, if I always wear a mask of the 

brand, then my consumers just get defensive, like the he-is-here-to-advertise 

kind of defensiveness. But if I communicate with him/her like a real person, it’s 

very likely that we could break down the barrier, eliminate his/her alert or 

vigilance, and let him take a closer look at what we are talking about. 

 

A few other interviewees also mentioned that dialogic communication helps 

build trust and cultivate mutual understanding between companies and consumers. 

One interviewee commented on how dialogic communication builds trust: “You don’t 

build consumer trust only by interacting once or twice. You need to be consistently 

open for dialogue to eliminate doubt and distrust of consumers.” Another note 

mentioned how the effect of dialogic communication cultivates mutual understanding: 

“Misunderstandings are often caused by insufficient or asymmetric information. We 

believe information exchange via dialogic communication leads to deeper mutual 

understanding.” 

Some participants also mentioned that dialogic communication could improve 

their consumers’ experience by providing them with better products and services, 

useful information, and sometimes monetary rewards, and helping with their decision-
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making process. Apart from these functional rewards, company participants also 

mentioned that dialogic communication could make consumers feel respected. Some 

of these benefits of dialogic communication for consumers and relationships were 

echoed by consumers. 

Benefits and effects mentioned by consumers. Interviewees representing 

companies claimed that dialogic communication generally benefits organization–

public relationships, which most interviewees representing consumers agreed with. 

Over half of the interviewees mentioned that dialogic communication raises their 

emotional attachment with the brand in particular and the company in general. As one 

participant commented, “As a user of a product, if I constantly have pleasant 

conversations with its, for example, product manager, I will like the product even better, 

and have more affective investment into the brand.” Another participant noted,  

 

If the account only posts advertisements, then I’ll only take it as a tool, a purely 

functional tool. I will not have any emotional attachment with it. […] For those 

two accounts I just mentioned, I have a clear idea of their brand images. […] 

They have set up a persona, which makes me feel that they are alive. 

 

Several other participants also mentioned that dialogic communication 

increases their engagement with the organization. As one participant noted,  

 

I think so [that dialogic communication will increase engagement], at least to 
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some extent. I will respond to brands who initiate dialogues with me, at least as 

a courtesy, not to mention the brands I follow. If a brand I follow or a company 

I like has some interactions with me, I would definitely be more engaged with 

them. 

 

It should be noted that a few other participants said that dialogic communication 

does not drive their engagement with the company in general because they are only 

attentive to the content of the CCDC they are interested in.  

Nearly half of the participants also pinpointed purchase intention as a result of 

dialogic communication A participant even noted that “Among the products at a similar 

price, I tend to choose brand A’s product [by which company I have dialogic 

communication with] even when I know its product is not so good.” Another participant 

made a similar comment, “I would consider other brands only when brand B [which I 

have dialogic communication with] doesn’t have the product [I need], when I can’t 

wait, or when another brand has a much better product than that of brand B.” It should 

be noted that the two participants also mentioned that dialogic communication raises 

their trust in the companies.  

While dialogic communication improves organization–public relationships, 

dissatisfying dialogic communication can also hurt the relationships. Several 

participants claimed that they “will not choose its products” after having a negative 

communication experience with the company. A few of them even said that they would 

spread negative word-of-mouth about the brand. As one participant concluded, “I 
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would pay more ‘attention’ to a company if it gives me an unsatisfying dialogue 

experience. Yes, I would! Because the company upsets me.” 

Conditions and Constraints of Dialogic Communication 

To better answer research question 1 which asked how dialogic communication 

was practiced in China, the author probed by asking the conditions and constraints of 

applying dialogic communication. Over half of the company interviewees had strategic 

concerns when implementing dialogic communication, especially on social media. 

Although they generally recognized the benefits of dialogic communication, most of 

them were also aware of its risks and costs for manpower, management, and risk control. 

One participant explained the risks associated with dialogic communication with 

complete openness as follows:  

 

This is something we often discuss. […] We want to be open (when practicing 

dialogue), but not be completely open. It’s too risky to do so because there are 

too many people, too many voices out there on social media. […] If we open 

the channel about everything to discuss, too much pressure will be put on the 

company, the brand, and even the social media operators because of the risk for 

the brand image,. 

 

Three organizational factors (i.e., the company type, the company 

communication guidelines, and the top management’s view on CCDC) were also 

identified by the interviewees as the constraints on their practice of CCDC. Some 
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interviewees claimed to be more cautious when their companies practicing CCDC 

because of their company type, as noted by one participant: “State-owned enterprises 

tend to be more cautious because they have more concerns.” Another interviewee 

reported company communication guidelines as a constraint by saying, “We often 

receive complaints from consumers. We can only report to our customer service 

department. Directly responding to these complaints does not comply with our internal 

policy […].” Finally, a small number of participants working in state- or mixed-owned 

companies stated that top management does not value dialogic communication, which 

pose a constraint on conducting CCDC. 

Interviewees also observed several external factors as constraints of dialogic 

communication, including industry features, media platforms, and the COVID-19 

pandemic. Participants in some industries (e.g., finance and real estate) stated that 

industry features (e.g., product nature, norm, regulations, etc.) typically preclude their 

use of dialogic communication on social media. Several participants also noted that 

their strategic consumers generally prefer offline channels over online ones. Some also 

mentioned that the COVID-19 pandemic has hindered dialogic communication because 

increased workloads resulting from the pandemic have much reduced the corporate 

resources for communication. 

4.1.2 RQ2: Social Media Strategies to Engage Consumers 

Research question 2 explored social media strategies applied by Chinese 

companies to engage their strategic consumers. To answer the question, corporations 

or social media operators in major companies and social media users who followed at 

https://context.reverso.net/%E7%BF%BB%E8%AF%91/%E8%8B%B1%E8%AF%AD-%E4%B8%AD%E6%96%87/The+increase+in+workload
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least one company account were asked to describe their social media engagement goals, 

corresponding strategies, and performance indicators. 

Social media engagement goals 

The researcher requested the interviewees to first describe their engagement 

goals on social media. Among the goals for social media operation mentioned by 

corporate participants, the most frequently mentioned was boosting share of voice, 

closely followed by image and reputation management. Several participants also 

mentioned sales conversion and relationship management as the goal. 

Most participants mentioned boosting share of voice as their goal for social 

media operation. As one participant noted, 

 

It’s the nature of public relations. It supports the corporate image by branding 

or boosting voices. Like a small-broad campaign, or a viral message, these are 

dominant in our social media operation. What fundamental changes do you 

think these communicative efforts could bring to the company? The answer lies 

still in recognition. 

 

Some participants mentioned some specific objectives regarding voice share 

boosting, including raising awareness, producing viral content, triggering consumer 

discussion, and drawing attention. 

Over half of the participants also mentioned cultivating image and reputation 

as the goal of their social media operation. Several participants identified the respective 
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objectives as attitude change, positive word-of-mouths, and appealing to younger 

generations, and those goals are often woven together. The appeals to younger 

generation often bring positive word-of-mouths, since the younger generation are keen 

to share their experience with and attitude toward a brand with others, thus influencing 

other consumers. 

 

Participants also mentioned sales conversion as a goal of social media operation. 

As one interviewee noted, “Sales conversion is our ultimate objective.” Another also 

claimed, “Companies have increasing appeals for both quality and efficiency, which 

means not only voice boosting, but also business output.” Relationship management 

was also an important objective mentioned by participants. One participant commented, 

“We want to narrow the gap between our users and us. To build trust between us, that 

is our major objective.” Another noted, “The aim of all our branding communication is 

to build trust with our users. It’s like an investment, and we will be in it for the long 

haul. […] It’s also an emotional attachment.” 

It is worth noting that several participants mentioned integrated objectives, 

including voice share boosting, image and reputation management, sales conversion, 

and relationship management. Those were set as goals for different stages of 

communication or with various consumer groups, as one interviewee commented, 

 

Our branding department has built a voice funnel. […] We realize that our users, 

when observing some of our communicative efforts on social media, may first 
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be aware of, then consider, and next choose our brand. They may even become 

loyal followers or repurchasers in the end. These are how we evaluate the effect 

of our communication. On top of the funnel, the largest entry point is awareness, 

for which our mass media group was responsible. Then, from awareness to 

consideration is where our social media group comes in. […] The next level 

will be conversion, i.e., their purchasing behavior. […] This is also our job. 

 

Social media strategies adopted by companies 

Many company participants argued that their specific social media strategies 

are tailored to their target consumers, according to their account positioning, the feature 

of their social media platforms, and the environment. However, they have some general 

strategies. Over half the interviewees noted that that emotionally appealing messages, 

entertainment content, and creating social presence were effective strategies for 

achieving CCE.  

Emotional appeals were the most frequently mentioned strategies. As one 

interviewee noted, “If your content fits the mainstream sentiment, you find an 

appropriate point, and you are going to get wonderful outcomes.” Heart touching and 

humorous messages were also mentioned as effective in enhancing consumer 

engagement. 

Interviewees also mentioned that entertainment content, such as newsjacking 

and celebrity endorsement, boost social media traffic to a great extent, although some 

were aware of the possible negative side effects. One participant mentioned that they 
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drew lessons from one of their competing brands, which was criticized for 

inappropriate newsjacking during the COVID-19 pandemic. “We were especially 

cautious when newsjacking to avoid such criticism,” commented the participant. 

Many participants mentioned that celebrity endorsement had brought huge 

traffic to their corporate social media accounts. However, one participant talked about 

how their brand was negatively influenced by its ambassador’s scandal, commenting 

that “the peril of celebrity endorsement can cut both ways for a brand, positive or 

negative. Risk control is the key.”  

The effect of creating social presence on consumer engagement was also noted 

by the interviewees. Using human voice, creating a brand avatar, and creating group 

chats or communities with consumers and company representatives were considered to 

be effective, because these moves connect brands and consumers together by 

shortening the distance between them. The social presence created, according to many 

respondents, also contribute to brand-image building. One respondent commented, 

 

Two years ago, we created four cartoon avatars for our brand. […] In fact, it is 

great that we set up a persona for our brand account, making our consumers feel 

that the account is a real person. This makes them feel an emotional connection 

with us. […] Emotional connection is a very important thing when we manage 

social media accounts, isn’t it? 

 

Interviewees also mentioned that encouraging user-generated content from 
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their consumers was effective. One participant noted,  

 

For example, we encourage users to take part in a contest, or other activities 

that they could participate in via hashtags or something. […] Like we upload a 

video template and encourage our users to upload videos following our template. 

Thus, they get involved. 

 

Interviewees also consider monetary incentives as being very useful in boosting 

consumer engagement.  

Social media performance indicators 

When asked about social media performance indicators, the majority of 

interviewees claimed their key indicator as a set of quantitative indices, including the 

number of clicks, page views, likes, shares, followers, or sales conversion. Some 

companies developed more complex indices to measure performance. As one 

interviewee commented,  

 

To evaluate our corporate reputation, we first set a goal and then calculate what 

we call “share of voice”. This is a metric of the share of our voice among all the 

voices in our industry in social mediaand mass media. We further divide the 

voices into positive and negative ones; our objective is to have much more 

positive than negative voices. 
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Several interviewees also mentioned several qualitative indicators, such as 

quality of interaction, stickiness of followers, and the sentiment of comments. However, 

these qualitive indicators are generally considered as supplementary, and are often 

observed and analyzed by experience and intuitive of public relations or social media 

staff, rather than scientific evaluation. One interviewee explained,  

 

We lack some tools to analyze stakeholder content in an advanced way. Most 

of the social listening tools are designed for Twitter or Facebook. […] We have 

tried some tools on Chinese-language platforms, but currently we can’t get very 

satisfying outcomes. […] Moreover, many social media platforms in China are 

not open for analytics. 

 

4.1.3 RQ3: Antecedents of CCE in Social Media  

Research question 3 concerned the antecedents of CCE at the cognitive, 

emotional, and behavioral levels in China’s social media. The interview data of both 

company and consumer participants were used to answer this research question. 

Dialogic communication. Most company participants considered dialogic 

communication to be a significant antecedent of CCE at the three levels. They noted that, 

most frequently, dialogic communication raises behavioral engagement such as hit, like, 

share and comment counts by two mechanisms. The first mechanism is corporate timely 

interactions with consumer via dialogic communication makes the consumers feel noticed, 

encouraged, and respected by the brand, which further motivates the consumers to repeat the 
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behaviors to obtain more attention, encouragement, and respect. One participant noted: 

 

As a brand’s official account, if we only post messages, and we do not interact 

with our users, or we do not encourage our users to participate, we will serve 

only as a message disseminating platform for our users. What’s in it for them to 

interact with us? … However, if we spend greater effort on involving our users 

by holding more events for users to participate in, responding to their comments 

more frequently, or mentioning them in our posts, users will feel respected by or 

connected to a famous brand, which feels great. Thus, they will participate more 

actively in our other events, or repost and comment on our posts. 

 

A second mechanism for how dialogic communication enhances behavioral 

engagement is peer communication. Participants admitted the reality that, constrained by 

costs and energy limits, no brand could actually conduct dialogue with all its users. However, 

the brand behavior of interacting with a number of selected consumers would inspire their 

peer consumers to become involved; as one interviewee commented:  

 

It is essential to let our consumers perceive that we are not just playing on our own. 

People are participating and discussing. The popularity is heated up by their peers on 

social media, which means that it’s a real trending topic instead of a commercial. 

 

Another participant noted, “It’s just logical for a user to be willing to engage if the 
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user sees his or her friend(s) interact with us.” 

Over half of company participants also stated that dialogic communication helps 

boost cognitive engagement. Constant dialogic communication with consumers, according 

to the interviewees, helps corporations gather consumer insights. By tapping into consumer 

sentiment and behavior, corporations can tailor their social media messages to fit the need 

and interests of consumers, thereby attracting their attention and making them absorbed. As 

one participant noted: “We hope that dialogic communication with consumers can help us 

create consumer profiles so that we can better design our messages based on the interests 

to attract their attention.” 

 

Other participants also mentioned how dialogue helps establish an emotional 

attachment and earns a favorable attitude from the consumer because it creates a sense of 

intimacy by “drawing the consumers closer,” as noted by one interviewee: 

 

If we more frequently interact with our consumers, like giving them more responses 

and having frequent conversations with them, they will feel that they are following a 

living account. They wouldn’t want to engage if they felt that you were a robot. It’s 

boring to engage with a robot. […] However, when we become friends with our 

consumers [via dialogic communication], they start to expect interactions with us. As 

such, emotional attachment is established. 

 

Another participant explained that dialogic communication helps establish an 
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emotional attachment by reinforcing a social presence during the communication, as one 

interviewee noted: 

 

When you are replying or interacting with the users, you need to say something, 

to express yourself. Imperceptibly, you set up a personality of the brand account 

during the procedure, which allows your users to be clearer about your brand 

image, and the process goes on and the emotional attachment would be 

reinforced. 

 

However, it is notable that most consumer interviewees indicated limited effects of 

dialogic communication on their engagement at all levels with the corporation. They denied 

the effect of dialogic communication on their intentions to click likes, shares, or comments, 

except where the corporation was interacting with him/herself. An interviewee commented: 

 

At least to some extent, if a brand account interacts with me, I will respond to it 

at least out of courtesy, not to mention those brands that I am already paying 

attention to. If they interact with me, I will definitely engage. 

 

However, such chances are very rare, especially for big companies with a large 

consumer base. As one consumer noted: 

 

A brand account often has thousands, even millions of followers. You can’t 
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expect the brand to reply to every comment or conduct a dialogue with every 

follower. My comments to the brand accounts have never received a reply. Thus, 

it doesn’t change much. 

 

Unfortunately, many consumers indicated that dialogic conversations or 

interactions with other social media users do not influence their behavioral engagement. 

While some consumers said they would behaviorally engage with corporations who 

conduct dialogic communication with their friends or users they follow, others stated they 

would only pay attention to those corporations but would not behaviorally engage. Thus, 

the mechanism that dialogic communication predicts behavioral engagement via peer 

communication, as indicated by corporate interviewees, is only partially true.  

For cognitive and emotional engagement, the views of consumer participants differ. 

Several participants considered the dialogic interaction between brands and consumers as 

lively and fun and, thereby, such interaction is able to attract their attention and increase 

their favorability toward the company. A participant shared an example: “I love 

rubbernecking brands interacting with other accounts. It was really fun watching them 

interact, which made me feel that those brands were not that cold and unaffectionate.” 

On the other hand, some consumer interviewees indicated a limited effect of 

dialogic communication on cognitive and emotional engagement. As one interviewee 

noted: 

 

I don’t pay extra attention to a company just because they conduct dialogic 
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communication with consumers. You are an enterprise, and you are just doing 

your job. […] Even when I feel that a company well performs dialogic 

communication, I still wouldn’t be swayed [to engage] because I don’t need to. 

It doesn’t help me in my real life. 

 

Gratifications. Both company and consumer participants identified utilitarian 

gratifications as a significant antecedent of CCE in social media. Worth noting is that 

the consumer participants generally mentioned prize draws as the most effective 

gratifying strategy to trigger their behavioral engagement, in that it is a strong incentive 

for them to click like, share, comment, or to perform other behaviors as requested by 

the message. Company participants also recognized the effectiveness of prize draws. 

But they understood that the generated engagement is not internalized or genuine and 

the effect is not for a long-term. 

Apart from prize draws, the consumer participants agreed that informational or 

knowledgeable content motivates them to engage behaviorally. A participant noted, “I 

would hit ‘like,’ ‘share,’ or ‘favorite’ to leave a record so that I could easily access the 

content again.” A couple of other interviewees expressed similar ideas. 

In terms of hedonic gratifications, both company and consumer interviewees 

agreed that they work for grabbing attention, especially the hedonic gratifications 

resulting from celebrity-related content. They also expressed the following concerns. 

First, hedonic content could only be added as a light sprinkling. Excessive hedonic 

content may distort a brand’s image. Second, hedonic content, especially when it is 
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related to celebrities, draws a significant amount of attention. However, company 

participants expressed the concern that the focus could be drawn away from the brand. 

One participant noted, “Most followers attracted by the brand ambassadors were not our 

real users. If I change our brand ambassador, our followers will be another batch.” 

Furthermore, hedonic content carries additional risks along with attention. One 

participant offered the following case: 

 

Interviewer: A, the ambassador of one of your brands is recently in scandal. 

Interviewee: Yes. Actually, his scandal wasn’t as big as B, the ambassador of 

another our brand… it enormously increased our workload. During the scandal, 

our team was literally working around the clock. It brought such a great harm 

to the brand. 

 

Consumer interviewees also had a reserved attitude toward hedonic content. They 

confessed that they would be attracted by hedonic content, but too much recreational 

content makes them doubt if it’s a proper company. However, there was consensus 

between the company and the consumer participants that adding a sprinkling of hedonic 

content improves consumer engagement, especially cognitively. 

Social gratifications were considered by company participants to improve all 

three aspects of engagement. Interestingly, this view was not supported by the consumer 

participants. According to company participants, social gratification improves behavioral 

attention by raising the numbers of likes, decisions to share, and comments. In particular, 
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they emphasized that socially gratifying content serves to increase the motivation for the 

consumer to share and comment on the message. One participant offered the following 

metaphor: “If you could build your issue or event into a ‘social currency’, a topic worth 

discussing, your users will spontaneously discuss the issue. This is what every brand 

wants to see.” 

Company participants also argued that social gratification improves cognitive 

engagement including attention and emotional attachment such as a favorable attitude 

and user stickiness. Interestingly, the consumer participants did not perceive social 

gratification as an means to increase their engagement at all levels in general. The 

exception is when the participants are loyal consumers of the corporations they followed. 

Two participants were the loyal consumers of the brand reported their engagement with 

the brands’ social media accounts to communicate and make friends with other users of 

the brands. 

Consumer–brand identification. It should be noted that consumer–brand 

identification has emerged from the interview data with both the company and consumer 

participants as a significant antecedent of CCE, particularly at the cognitive and 

emotional levels. One company participant commented: 

The only thing your consumers expect from you is a useful product. 

Otherwise, what you say goes for nothing. […] Emotional attachment or consumer 

stickiness are obtained by your brand. Communication, whether dialogic or not, is 

secondary and supplementary. 

Several consumer participants also noted brand identification as the key to their 
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engagement with the brand. One participant mentioned that his cognitive engagement 

with a corporation came from his identification with it: “I pay attention to the updates 

of the company because it has a special meaning for me as a Chinese [person].” Another 

participant commented on a luxury brand: 

 

It [the brand] has never interacted with any account on social media. It’s really 

aloof, but people still like it. […] Its products, its quality, and its symbolic 

meaning for status underpin its brand positioning. Everybody knows that it’s 

a luxury brand and pays attention to it even though it doesn’t interact with 

anyone. 

 

in addition, consumers revealed that dialogic communication enhances their 

identification with the brand/corporation. One interviewee discussed her experience of 

becoming a loyal consumer of a particular brand as follows: 

 

Interviewee: I am a die-hard fan of brand D. 

Interviewer: I’m trying to figure out the causation. Is it because you are a die-

hard fan so that you often interact with the brand, or the other way around? 

Interviewee: After the first time I purchased its product, I was added to a 

group chat where its brand representative often communicates with users. 

Then I became WeChat friends with the brand representative, and we talked 

a lot [about the brand and others]. I finally bought a lot from the company 
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and became a fan of the brand. 

 

Other interviewees also explained how sustained dialogue cultivates their 

sense of belonging to the brand as their familiarity with the brand is enhanced by 

having “conversations with its representative constantly” and as they find other fans 

from the company’s online community, which “is like a base camp for its fans.” 

4.1.7 Conclusion 

In summary, the interview data suggest the following findings. First, company 

members conducted dialogic communication as strategic conversations or interactions 

between their companies and their consumers, and they considered dialogic 

communication effective on consumer engagement on social media. Even though some 

participants mentioned an in-depth dialogue, they currently practice face-level dialogic 

communication in social media instead of what Kent and Taylor (2002) called “genuine 

dialogue,” which emphasizes openness to a great extent, mutuality in equality, empathy, 

and risk taking. It is a result of the fact that companies in mainland China are often 

constrained by a higher risk-avoidance culture especially in state-owned and mixed 

owned enterprises.  

Moreover, Chinese customers reacted indifferently to companies’ dialogues. 

Their expected content of dialogue was for customer service in a form of one-on-one 

conversation. However, it is unrealistic for companies to dominantly conduct one-on-

one conversations with customers on social media. Thus, it would be of little value to 

examine how genuine dialogue enhance CCE among consumers in social mediain 
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China. The author, therefore, has termed this form of conversation they mentioned as 

Chinese corporation–consumer dialogic communication (CCDC) to distinguish it from 

the concept of dialogue in the Western literature. CCDC most often takes place in social 

mediain the form of consumers’ interactions with the corporate social media account, 

or of private messages between consumers and corporate representatives. 

Finally, the interview results suggest a mediation effect of consumer–brand 

identification between dialogic communication and consumer engagement, since 

interviewees indicated that dialogic communication reinforces their identification to 

the corporation or the brand, which, according to both company and consumer 

interviewees, strongly enhances their engagement. 

4.1.4 Model Revision 

The original conceptual model represents a series of hypotheses of the 

relationship between dialogic communication, gratifications, and CCE. It is 

hypothesized that dialogic communication and gratifications positively predict CCE in 

cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions. Since the results of Study 1 suggested 

that CCDC is also likely to enhance CBI of corporate social media messages, the 

researcher has revised the model to present the possible mediations of CBI between 

CCDC and CCE. The proposed model was revised accordingly as shown in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2. Revised Model of the Influence of CCDC on CCE  
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Specifically, the revised hypotheses for testing are listed in the following.    

H1: Higher levels of CCDC lead to higher CCE with corporate social media 

accounts. 

H1a: Higher levels of CCDC lead to higher CCCE with corporate social media 

accounts. 

H1b: Higher levels of CCDC lead to higher ECCE with corporate social media 

accounts. 

H1c: Higher levels of CCDC lead to higher BCCE with corporate social media 

accounts. 

H2: Higher levels of CCDC lead to higher levels of CBI on corporate social 

media accounts. 
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H3: CBI is a significant predictor of CCE to corporate social media messages.  

H3a: CBI is a significant predictor of CCCE to corporate social media messages.  

H3b: CBI is a significant predictor of ECCE to corporate social media messages.  

H3c: CBI is a significant predictor of BCCE to corporate social media messages.  

H4: CBI mediates the relationship between CCDC and CCE. 

H4a: CBI mediates the relationship between CCDC and CCCE. 

H4b: CBI mediates the relationship between CCDC and ECCE. 

H4c: CBI mediates the relationship between CCDC and BCCE. 

H5: Higher levels of CCDC lead to higher levels of gratification on corporate 

social media accounts. 

H5a: Higher levels of CCDC lead to higher levels of UG of corporate social 

media accounts. 

H5b: Higher levels of CCDC lead to higher levels of HG of corporate social 

media accounts. 

H5c: Higher levels of CCDC lead to higher levels of SG of corporate social 

media accounts. 

H6: Gratification values of corporate social media accounts positively predict 

CCE. 

H6a: UG values of corporate social media accounts positively predict CCCE. 

H6b: UG values of organizations’ social media accounts positively predict 

ECCE. 

H6c: UG values of corporate social media accounts positively predict BCCE. 
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H6d: HG values of corporate social media accounts positively predict CCCE. 

H6e: HG values of corporate social media accounts positively predict ECCE. 

H6f: HG values of corporate social media accounts positively predict BCCE. 

H6g: SG values of corporate social media accounts positively predict CCCE. 

H6h: SG values of corporate social media accounts positively predict ECCE. 

H6i: SG values of corporate social media accounts positively predict BCCE. 

H7: CCCE positively predicts ECCE. 

H8: ECCE positively predicts BCCE. 

H9: Gratification values mediate the effect of CCDC on CCE. 

H9a: UG values mediate the effect of CCDC on CCCE. 

H9b: UG values mediate the effect of CCDC on ECCE. 

H9c: UG values mediate the effect of CCDC on BCCE. 

H9d: HG values mediate the effect of CCDC on CCCE. 

H9e: HG values mediate the effect of CCDC on ECCE. 

H9f: HG values mediate the effect of CCDC on BCCE. 

H9g: SG values mediate the effect of CCDC on CCCE. 

H9h: SG values mediate the effect of CCDC on ECCE. 

H9i: SG values mediate the effect of CCDC on BCCE. 

 

4.2 Study 2: Survey Results 

To answer RQ3 and test the proposed hypotheses, Study 2 was conducted via 

an online survey targeted at consumers in mainland China via Qualtrics. The following 

section discusses the survey design, the sampling procedure, the participants’ 
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characteristics, and the method of data analysis.  

4.2.1 Preliminary Analysis 

The author conducted a case-screening procedure to ensure that the data were 

clean and prepared for further statistical analysis (Fink, 2009). First, data from 

unengaged participants (i.e., respondents who selected 3 for all or most questions) and 

an outlier participant (i.e., a respondent who reported being 3 years old) were removed 

(Gaskin, 2012). Next, the normality of the data distribution of all indicators was 

checked, and no indicator revealed significant skewness or kurtosis, which suggested a 

fairly normal distribution of the data for the variables. 

Next, the validity and reliability of each construct was checked using 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). According to Byrne (2001) and Tabachnick and 

Fidell (2001), CFA helps to determine the validity and statistical soundness of a 

measurement model. Because all of the scales were developed based on previous 

studies, the author conducted CFA instead of exploratory factor analysis, which help to 

explore unknown dimensions of observed variables (Kline, 1998; Tabachnick & Fidell, 

2001).  

The author conducted CFA with SPSS’s Amos version 24 using the maximum 

likelihood estimation method. A set of items were removed due to model fit 

discrepancies or because they displayed poor factor loadings. After reviewing the 

deleted items, the author felt justified in removing them because they were either 

redundant or inappropriate to study in the context of social media in China. The author 

applied the standard cutoff values of the model–data fit indices for model evaluation, 
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including CFI, SRMR, and RMSEA (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Overall, the model–data fit 

was acceptable, χ2 (406, N = 548) = 802.11, SRMR = .04, RMSEA = .04, 90% CI 

RMSEA = [.04, .05], CFI = .94. The reliability of the final selected model ranged 

from .64 to .90. The reliability of two constructs (i.e., UG and CCCE) was relatively 

low, perhaps because their measurements contained only two or three items. According 

to the literature, the Cronbach’s alpha of α = .64 was undesirable but moderately 

acceptable (Moss et al., 1998; Taber, 2018; Ursachi et al., 2015, as cited in Ao, 2020). 

Table 5 shows a list of the items in the final selected model. 

 

Table 6. Measurement Model of CCDC, CBI, Gratifications, and CCE with 

Standardized Estimates 
Latent 

variable 

Measurement item Std. 

estimate 

CR AVE α 

Chinese 

corporate-

consumer 

dialogic 

communicati

on (CCDC) 

The brand often posts sequentially organized answers 

in response to my or other users’ comments, such as 

FAQs, tips, or questions/answers. 

.68 .90 .46 .90 

The brand constantly replies to my or other users’ 

comments or questions in its posts. 

.66    

The brand often invites or encourages me or other 

users to interact with them by commenting or 

replying. 

.65 
  

 

The brand communicates with me or other users in a 

dialogic manner. 

.66 
  

 

The brand responds to users’ comments and private 

messages in a timely manner. 

.70 
  

 

The brand shows empathy and understanding for 

users’ positions and needs in communication. 

.69 
  

 

The brand includes additional meaningful and useful 

information or external resources such as images, 

videos links or files in its conversation with me or 

other users to facilitate the communication. 

.68 
  

 

The brand account communicates with a sense of 

human contact. 

.67 
  

 

The brand account communicates with communicative 

conventions like greetings, emojis and memes. 

.66 
  

 

Overall, the brand account often interacts with the 

public on social media. 

.70 
  

 

Overall, the brand account communicates with a sense 

of human warmth and sensitivity. 

.68 
  

 

Consumer–

brand 

identification 

(CBI) 

I am very fond of the brand’s products or services. .69 .76 .50 .79 

I identify strongly with the brand’s values. .68 
  

 

The brand has a great deal of personal meaning for 

me. 

.68 
  

 

Overall, I have a strong identification with the brand. .77 
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Table 6 (continued). 
Utilitarian 

gratifications 

(UG) 

The brand’s social media account allows me to contact 

with the brand more easily and quickly. 

.72 .67 .52 .69 

The brand responds in a timely manner on its social 

media account. 

.73 
  

 

Hedonic 

gratifications 

(HG) 

The brand’s social media content is fun, and I enjoy 

reading or watching it. 

.84 .63 .71 .75 

The brand’s social media content constantly organizes 

fun activities. 

.85 
  

 

Social 

gratifications 

(SG) 

The brand’s social media account feels like a friend of 

mine. 

.70 .76 .51 .85 

The brand’s social media account allows me to make 

friends with other brand users. 

.74 
  

 

The brand’s social media account allows me to have 

more common topics with my friends. 

.69 
  

 

Cognitive 

consumer–

corporation 

engagement 

(CCCE) 

I would stay for a long time while browsing the brand 

social media account I use. 

.69 .63 .53  .64 

I don’t want to miss any updates of the brand social 

media account. 

.73 
  

 

Emotional 

consumer–

corporation 

engagement 

(ECCE) 

Browsing the brand social media account has become 

part of my daily life. 

.66 .77 .48  .79 

I have a sense of identification to the brand social 

media account. 

.70 
  

 

I enjoy browsing the brand social media account. It 

makes me pleased or satisfied. 

.72 
  

 

I will defend the brand in social mediawhen it was 

criticized or defamed by other users. 

.65 
  

 

Behavioral 

consumer–

corporation 

engagement 

(BCCE) 

I often respond to the content (like, share, or 

comment) on the branded social media account. 

.69 .76  .51  .76 

I often participate in online and/or offline events 

hosted by the brand. 

.74 
  

 

I have joined a group chat operated by the brand. .72 
  

 

 

The results of CFA showed that each item had significant factor loading because 

it was in the range from .65 to .85 and thus greater than the threshold of .4 (Purnomo, 

2017). Furthermore, the construct validity (i.e., convergent and discriminant validity) 

was examined by examining the coefficients of standardized factor loadings, composite 

reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE). The CR of the examined factors 

ranged between .63 and .90, while AVE ranged between .46 and .71. Usually, 

coefficients of .5 for standardized factor loadings, .6 for CR, and .5 for AVE are 

considered to be adequate; however, AVE is a more conservative measure than CR 

(Fornell & Larker, 1981). Thus, the author adopted the threshold proposed by Lam 
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(2012) and Purnomo (2017) that AVE values between .36 and .5 are also acceptable if 

CR meets the acceptable level of .60. The construct validity of all the constructs met 

the standard and was thus considered to be acceptable.  

4.2.2 Analytic Procedure 

To test the hypotheses, a structural equation model was constructed using the 

lavaan package in R (Rosseel, 2012). As shown in Figure 1, the exogenous variable 

was CCDC, while mediators included CBI and the three levels of gratification: UG, 

HG, and SG. The model also contained latent variables with only two indicators. To 

ensure that the model was locally and globally identified, the researcher set the variance 

of the factors to 1 and the loadings equal to each other (Hayduk, 2018). The endogenous 

variables were three levels of consumer engagement (i.e., CCCE, ECCE and BCCE). 

The indirect effects were tested using Hayes’s (2017) bootstrapping approach (n = 

5,000, bias-corrected). 

To choose control variables, the author conducted correlation analyses between 

all endogenous variables or mediators and the three potential control variables (i.e., age, 

gender and general social media use) as suggested by the literature (e.g., Men & Tsai, 

2013; Meng & Burger, 2019). The results showed that age was significantly correlated 

with UG, CBI, ECCE, and BCCE, while general social media use was significantly 

correlated with BCCE. Gender had no significant correlation with any of the 

endogenous variables or mediators. Thus, age and general social media use were added 

as control variables with paths to the endogenous variables or mediators that they were 

significantly correlated with. 



 

 

132 

4.2.3 Hypotheses Validation 

Overall, the model’s goodness-of-fit indices were acceptable (Hu & Bentler, 

1999), χ2 (468, N = 548) = 1167.53, SRMR = .07, RMSEA = .05, 90% CI RMSEA = 

[.049, .056], CFI = .91.  

To be specific, H1 postulated that CCDC positively predicts CCE in terms of 

cognitive (i.e., H1a), emotional (i.e., H1b), and BCCE (i.e., H1c). As shown in Figure 

2, the results of the analysis of the structural equation model revealed that the level of 

CCDC did not have a significant impact on CCCE, ECCE, or BCCE. Thus, H1 was 

rejected. 

The author also hypothesized a positive interaction between CCDC and CBI 

(i.e., H2) and consumers’ gratification (i.e., H5), including utilitarian gratification (i.e., 

H5a), hedonic gratification (i.e., H5b), and social gratification (i.e., H5c). The results 

showed that the level of CCDC had a significant impact on CBI (β = .65, SE = .06, p 

< .001), UG (β = .47, SE = .06, p < .001), HG (β = .46, SE = .11, p < .001), and SG 

(β = .81, SE = .11, p < .001). Thus, H2 and H5 were fully supported. 

H3 hypothesized that CBI is a significant predictor of CCE, including CCCE 

(i.e., H3a), ECCE (i.e., H3b), and BCCE (i.e., H3c). It was partly supported because, 

according to the results, CBI had significant positive impact on CCCE (β = .86, SE 

= .08, p < .001) and ECCE (β = .38, SE = .16, p < .001). However, CBI’s effect on 

BCCE was insignificant. 

H4 predicted that CBI serves as a mediator between CCDC and CCCE (i.e., 

H4a), ECCE (i.e., H4b), and BCCE (i.e., H4c). Generally, CCDC had significant 
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indirect effect on CCCE through CBI (std. indirect effect = .32, SE = .11, p < .01). 

Also, CCDC indirectly predicted ECCE via CBI to a significant degree (std. indirect 

effect = .41, SE = .10, p < .001), with all of the paths (i.e., CCDC–CBI–ECCE and 

CCDC–CBI–CE–ECCE) taken together. CCDC also had a significant indirect effect 

on BCCE via CBI (std. indirect effect = .23, SE = .10, p < .01), with all of the paths 

(i.e., CCDC–CBI– BCCE, CCDC–CBI–ECCE–BCCE, and CCDC–CBI–CE–ECCE–

BCCE taken together. H4 was therefore supported. 

H6 expected that consumers’ gratification would have a positive impact on their 

engagement. Specifically, the author hypothesized the significant impact of UG on 

CCCE (i.e., H6a), ECCE (i.e., H6b), and BCCE (i.e., H6c) and that HG significantly 

predicts CCCE (i.e., H6d), ECCE (i.e., H6e), and BCCE (i.e., H6f). It was also 

expected that SG would significantly influence CCCE (i.e., H6g), ECCE (i.e., H6h), 

and BCCE (i.e., H6i). However, as revealed in Table 2, the results showed no 

significant effect of gratification on any level of engagement, meaning that H6 was 

rejected. 

Next, the author predicted that consumers’ CCCE positively predicts their 

ECCE (i.e., H7), which in turn leads to their BCCE (i.e., H8). The results indicated that 

CCCE positively affected ECCE (β = .51, SE = .18, p < .05); thus, H7 was supported. 

Moreover, ECCE was shown to positively predict BCCE (β = 1.31, SE = .45, p < .01). 

H8 was also supported. 

Last, H9 hypothesized the mediation effect of consumers’ gratification between 

CCDC and their engagement with the brand’s social media account. In particular, the 
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author hypothesized mediation effects of UG between CCDC and CCCE (i.e., H9a), 

ECCE (i.e., H9b), and BCCE (i.e., H9c). Moreover, HG was hypothesized to mediate 

the effects of CCDC on CCCE (i.e., H9d), ECCE (i.e., H9e), and BCCE (i.e., H9f). It 

was also expected that SG would mediate the effects of CCDC on CCCE (i.e., H9g), 

ECCE (i.e., H9h), and BCCE (i.e., H9i). However, the results showed no significant 

indirect effect of CCDC on any level of engagement via gratification. Thus, H9 was 

rejected. All results are summarized in Table 6 and Figure 3.  

 

Table 7. Results of Hypothesized Effects in the Structural Equation Model 

Type of Mechanisms Hypothesized Mechanisms 𝛽 (SE) 

Direct Effect CCDC → CCCE (H1a) .04 (.10) 

 CCDC → ECCE (H1b) -.00 (.08) 

 CCDC → BCCE (H1c) .16 (.12) 

 CCDC → CBI (H2) .65 (.06) *** 

 CBI → CCCE (H3a) .86 (.08) *** 

 CBI → ECCE (H3b) .38 (.16) *** 

 CBI → BCCE (H3c) -.55 (.39) 

 CCDC → UG (H5a) .47 (.06) *** 

 CCDC → HG (H5b) .46 (.11) *** 

 CCDC → SG (H5c) .81 (.11) *** 

 UG → CCCE (H6a) -.05 (.08) 

 UG → ECCE (H6b) .02 (.06) 

 UG → BCCE (H6c) .08 (.10) 

 HG → CCCE (H6d) .92 (.73) 

 HG → ECCE (H6e) .47 (.54) 

 HG → BCCE (H6f) -.17 (.84) 

 SG → CCCE (H6g) -.21 (.68) 

 SG → ECCE (H6h) -.23 (.48) 

 SG → BCCE (H6i) -.03 (.71) 

 CCCE → ECCE (H7) .51 (.18) ** 

 ECCE → BCCE (H8) 1.31 (.45) ** 

Indirect Effect CCDC → CBI → CCCE (H4a) .86 (.08) *** 

 CCDC → CBI → ECCE  

CCDC → CBI → CCCE → ECCE 

(H4b) 

.41 (.10) *** 

 CCDC → CBI → BCCE  

CCDC → CBI → ECCE → BCCE  

CCDC → CBI 

→ CCCE → ECCE → BCCE (H4c) 

.23 (.10) ** 

 CCDC → UG → CCCE (H9a) -.07 (.27) 
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Table 7 (continued). 

 CCDC → UG → ECCE  

CCDC → UG → CCCE → ECCE 

(H9b) 

-.03 (.81) 

 CCDC → UG → BCCE  

CCDC → UG → ECCE → BCCE  

CCDC → UG 

→ CCCE → ECCE → BCCE 

(H9c) 

.04 (.81) 

 CCDC → HG → CCCE (H9d) .03 (1.50) 

 CCDC → HG → ECCE  

CCDC → HG → CCCE → ECCE 

(H9e) 

.33 (1.96) 

 CCDC → HG → BCCE  

CCDC → HG → ECCE → BCCE  

CCDC → HG 

→ CCCE → ECCE → BCCE 

(H9f) 

.20 (3.17) 

 CCDC → SG → CCCE (H9g) .08 (1.35) 

 CCDC → SG → ECCE  

CCDC → SG → CCCE → ECCE 

(H9h) 

 

 CCDC → SG → BCCE  

CCDC → SG → ECCE → BCCE  

CCDC → SG 

→ CCCE → ECCE → BCCE 

(H9i) 

.32 (2.23) 

Notes. N = 548. *** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05 

 

Figure 3. Standardized Estimates and Standard Errors in the Structural Equation 

Model 
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CHAPTER 5 DISCUSSION 

The objective of the research was threefold: (a) to understand definitions of 

dialogic communication on social media in China, (b) to explore the applications of 

dialogic communication by Chinese companies to engage digital consumers, and (c) to 

identify mechanisms of how dialogic communication in China influences consumer 

engagement, if at all. This chapter first reviews the research’s key findings on (1) the 

essential concepts of dialogic communication used by companies and the public in 

mainland China to define dialogic communication, especially that in social media; (2) 

the applications of dialogic communication in the Chinese social media contexts; and 

(3) the effects of dialogic communication on consumer engagement. After discussing 

some of the major findings in detail, the chapter presents the theoretical and practical 

implications of those findings, the limitations of the research, and directions for future 

research. 

5.1 Summary of Key Findings 

The key findings of the research suggest that dialogue or dialogic 

communication, conceptualized by Kent and Taylor (2002) as an ethical 

communication orientation that recognizes organizations and the public as being equal 

parties in value co-creation and joint decision-making, rarely occurs in China. Instead, 

Chinese corporations and consumers conceive dialogic communication as being a form 

of open, interpersonal conversation that most often manifests as social media threads 

within corporation–consumer message loops. Thus, for the research presented herein, 

that form of conversation was termed Chinese corporation–consumer dialogic 
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communication (CCDC) to distinguish it from the concepts of dialogue and dialogic 

communication in the Western literature on public relations.  

Although Chinese corporations and consumers defined CCDC similarly, they 

had different expectations of CCDC on social media. When initiated by corporations, 

CCDC in social media was expected to boost sales and share of voice, cultivate image 

and reputation, and afford insights into consumers. Whereas corporations seemed to 

want to control how CCDC unfolds while allowing some degree of openness and 

mutuality, consumers expected them to employ CCDC in social media to best fulfill 

their needs (e.g., solve problems or provide customer service), to provide technical and 

emotional support during the process, and to establish social presence when 

communicating with them. Effective outcomes of CCDC in social media were reported 

to be facilitated by a sufficient CCDC budget, the good management of risks associated 

with CCDC, and collaboration between the marketing, public relations, and customer 

service functions of a corporation. Apart from CCDC, corporations seemed to 

implement other social media strategies to achieve their goals, including emotionally 

appealing messages, entertaining content, and creating social presence. 

Regarding how CCDC affects consumer–corporation engagement (CCE) at the 

cognitive, affective, and behavioral levels with corporations, the survey results 

indicated that CCDC only increased CCE via consumer–brand identification (CBI). 

The direct effect of CCDC on CCE was not significant. In addition, consumers’ 

gratification obtained by corporate social media accounts did not affect CCE to a 

significant degree. 
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5.2 Chinese Corporation–consumer Dialogic Communication (CCDC) 

5.2.1 CCDC as a Strategic Conversation 

As the findings suggested, CCDC was perceived by both corporations and 

consumers in China as a strategic conversation to achieve a pre-determined goal in the 

mind of corporations or consumers. CCDC generally functions as a process of 

information exchange or socialization, instead of a process for social deliberation 

between corporations and consumers. As Chen et al. (2020) pointed out, the approach 

of public relations in dialogue follows a formalist approach that views dialogue as 

social deliberation by reasoned, open, reciprocal, unforced arguments (Habermas, 1984; 

Kent & Taylor, 2002). Thus, CCDC usually does not constitute dialogue as 

conceptualized by Kent and Taylor (2002), which is a widely embraced view in the 

scholarship on public relations. Nevertheless, CCDC is a communication model that 

utilizes dialogic features (i.e., trust, positive regard, mutuality, propinquity, risk, 

empathy, and commitment; Kent & Lane, 2021) to a limited degree. 

CCDC reflects a practical, not a normative, view of dialogic communication in 

China’s social media. The findings of Study 1 show that many corporate interviewees 

were aware of the normative standard of dialogue to a certain extent. For example, 

corporate interviewees mentioned co-creating values and common ground, 

collaborating in policymaking, and facilitating consumers’ deliberation about what 

they think dialogue should be. However, they also admitted that it was exceptionally 

difficult to engage consumers in deliberative dialogues. Kent and Lane (2021) argued 

that genuine dialogue tends to occur in moments that cannot be scheduled, and those 

dialogic moments are indeed rare in communication in social media in China. 
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The lack of deliberative dialogue is not only present in corporation–consumer 

communication but also in general social media conversations. As argued by Medaglia 

and Zhu (2017), interactions in social media in China are characterized by homophily 

and polarization, even though netizens perceive their interactions as being deliberative. 

Sun et al. (2022) have also found that conventional deliberation is not embraced by 

Internet users in China due to rules about direct or indirect Internet censorship, which 

address not only political topics but also social topics, including ethnic hatred, 

academic scandals, and wrongdoings in the business world (Jiang & Kuang, 2021). 

Thus, deliberative practices in the online public space are discouraged, if not hindered, 

in China owing to the strong regulatory role of Chinese authorities (He & Warren, 2011) 

when it comes to censorship (Medaglia & Zhu, 2017). 

Moreover, deliberative dialogues also rarely occur in the context of everyday 

corporation–consumer communication. According to the interviewees, deliberative 

dialogues occur only between some corporations and their loyal consumers. Except for 

those die-hard fans, most consumers who were interviewed reported seldom having 

deliberative dialogues initiated by corporations, nor did they want to engage in such 

dialogues, as captured best by the rhetorical question asked by one participating 

consumer: “Why should I?” Most other consumers also expressed varying degrees of 

resentment and distrust toward corporation-initiated dialogues. It seems that lay 

consumers do not believe that such dialogues can benefit them, possibly because they 

seldom experience mutually beneficial dialogue in the first place. According to Kent 

and Lane (2021), a lack of trust and low-quality relationships are factors of situations 
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in which dialogue is impossible; thus, it is understandable that both corporations and 

consumers equated dialogic communication to a conversation, because genuine 

dialogues rarely occur in China. 

5.2.2 Common Features of CCDC Shared by Corporations and Consumers 

As stated in previous sections, CCDC most often takes place on open-source 

social media in the form of social media threads within corporation–consumer message 

loops. A corporate representative may reply to a consumer’s comments, for example, 

or voice chat with them during live streaming. Such CCDC in social mediais widely 

expected by Chinese corporations, whose representatives acknowledged the 

effectiveness of CCDC in terms of boosting share of voice, improving brand image and 

reputation, and building relationships with the public. Thus, employing CCDC is not 

optional for many corporations in China. 

Chinese corporations and consumers both pinpointed several key dimensions 

of CCDC on social media, namely social presence, mutuality, openness, and 

commitment. Social presence was one dimension highlighted by corporations and 

consumers alike, both of whom were seeking real-time communication that resembled 

an in-person conversation in which the interlocutors fully recognize and expect that 

their encounters are with real people. That expectation represents Garrison et al.’s 

(2000) theorization of social presence as the ability of communicators “to project 

themselves socially and emotionally, as ‘real’ people (i.e., their full personality)” (p. 

94). That finding is consistent with Men et al.’s (2018) argument that social presence 

captures the interpersonal essence and relationship orientation of dialogue.  
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Nonetheless, though both corporations and consumers stressed social presence 

as being an essential feature of CCDC, they expected it to manifest in different ways. 

Corporations largely described social presence as the humanization of their corporate 

accounts. They mentioned cultivating social presence by using nicknames to refer to 

their brands, creating brand avatars, and including greetings, memes, emojis, and 

buzzwords in their messages to create a warm, active, trendy image that is attractive to 

consumers, especially younger ones.  

To consumers, those efforts were interesting but not necessary. As perceived by 

consumers, social presence is a requirement of their one-on-one conversations with 

corporations, because it is an indicator of corporations’ attention, respect, and 

commitment, as well as their likelihood to provide customized solutions to their 

problems. They noted that without empathy, emotion, and human voices, even 

communicating with a real person would be uncomfortable.  

Mutuality and openness were two other components of CCDC in social 

mediafrequently mentioned by both corporations and consumers in China, although far 

more frequently by the former. While corporations mentioned the spirit of mutual 

equality in CCDC as being a key feature of mutuality, they also sought control over the 

process of CCDC, which suggests that they only tolerate only a limited equality of 

control. That finding reflects the imbalance of power in China’s corporation–consumer 

relationships as a result of dominant Confucian values with high power distance in 

Chinese cultural (Cui et al., 2019). 

Compared with corporations, consumers hardly mentioned equality as a feature 
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of dialogue, which resonates with previous findings that consumers do not require 

equal control over dialogic communication (Chen et al., 2021; Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 

2013; Stocchi et al., 2018). However, consumers expected mutuality marked by 

responsiveness and thereby referred to a mutual orientation of otherness, which 

requires corporations to be good listeners, responsive to their feedback, and sensitive 

in recognizing their needs (Yang et al., 2015).  

Both corporate representatives and consumers also mentioned openness by 

noting accessibility and transparency as indicators of that quality. Although Chinese 

corporations have been criticized for their lack of corporate transparency 

(Transparency International, 2016), the research’s results show that companies have 

improved their efforts to make themselves publicly accessible via CCDC. 

5.2.3 Corporate Expectations of CCDC  

Corporations generally reported seeking control of their communication with 

consumers on social media. They expressed viewing dialogue as an effective means to 

“guide” and “be in control,” which, according to Kent and Lane (2021), is inconsistent 

with the tenets of genuine dialogue. Even though many corporate managers were aware 

that genuine dialogue should demonstrate openness, mutuality in equality, empathy, 

and risk-taking, they currently practice dialogic communication in social media 

superficially. 

Moreover, the interviewees from Chinese companies felt justified in seeking 

control over dialogic communication because they were not yet capable of managing 

the risks and challenges posed by such dialogues. Indeed, potential risks associated 
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with engaging in dialogue constitute the major concern that stops corporations from 

realizing the dialogic potential of social media in communicating with consumers. 

They were especially concerned that social media could easily amplify negative 

comments about the company, which would create ambiguity, misunderstandings, and 

rumors in the public that could result in conflicts or even boycotts.  

Those concerns were not entirely unreasonable, for some scholars have argued 

that social media have encouraged opinion polarization by facilitating selective 

exposure in the public (Lee, 2016). Lin and Tian (2019) studied an empirical case of 

how public debating on Weibo leads to opinion polarization. The tendency for outraged, 

polarizing moralized content to be amplified and spread in social media (Wilson et al., 

2020) imposes great challenges for strategic communicators, for a small mistake, a 

careless oversight, or an inappropriate choice of words may embroil the organization 

in a conflict. Considering that China has more than 1 billion Internet users (Thomala, 

2022a), those conflicts could easily go viral and become critical. 

5.2.4 Consumers’ Expectations of CCDC 

Consumers in China also recognized CCDC as a strategic conversation between 

corporations and consumers, although most of them reported reacting indifferently to 

those conversations unless they served the function of fulfilling their personalized 

needs (e.g., for problem-solving or customer service)—for instance, corporate 

responses to their questions and concerns via social media threads or private messages.  

Thus, consumers consider CCDC to be meaningful when it causes a corporation 

to attach importance to their problems, issues, or concerns and offers a customized 



 

 

144 

resolution, and they were satisfied to a greater extent if a company proactively followed 

up on problems that were voiced. That preference is likely why many consumers 

indicated that CCDC is a hygiene factor (Herzberg et al., 1959) for their relationships 

with corporations, which means that they acknowledged negative effects if dialogic 

communication is absent or low in quality, including no longer purchasing the brand’s 

products, decreased favorability, and negative word of mouth about the brand.  

The consumers’ expectations of CCDC can be explained by the rapid growth of 

social commerce in China, which essentially means combining social media with e-

commerce (Zhu et al., 2022). China has the world’s largest social commerce market, 

with $351.65 billion in sales in 2021, approximately 10 times that of the number of 

social commerce sales in the United States (Enberg, 2021). Popular social media 

platforms in China are highly integrated with e-commerce features (Achim, 2021). For 

example, the multifunctional social media platform WeChat has integrated WeChat Pay 

and mini programs that allow online shopping to take place on WeChat. Added to that, 

Douyin (i.e., the Chinese name for TikTok), a video-sharing and live-streaming app, 

generated approximately $56.4 billion from its live commerce business in 2020 (Ma, 

2021). Various brands and retailors, including Huawei, Nike, and L’Oréal, have even 

set up flagship stores on WeChat, Douyin, Xiaohongshu, or other social media 

platforms (Daxue Consulting, 2021). 

On those social commerce platforms, consumers can start conversations with 

queries about products, services, or other issues related to the brand and then make a 

purchase with a few clicks. They can also request after-sales service via the same 
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channel and report their shopping experience on the same platform. Thus, it is natural 

that consumers tend to communicate with corporations on those social commerce 

platforms about their purchases (e.g., questions about a product or after-sales services) 

or purchase-related issues. Such communication was considered by interviewees as a 

widely recognized form of CCDC among ordinary consumers of Chinese companies. 

The results also indicate that on the topic of providing the function of need 

fulfillment, the CCDC features most frequently mentioned by consumers included 

commitment, empathy, and social presence. Consumers considered respect, attention, 

genuineness, and supportiveness to be indicators of commitment, because consumers’ 

needs can be fulfilled well when corporations respect their needs as legitimate, pay 

attention to and address their needs in a genuine manner, and provide technical support 

for them during any sort of problem-solving procedure. Consumers also expected 

CCDC to demonstrate courtesy, hospitality, understanding, and empathy, as well as 

social presence, meaning the corporation’s taking a humanized perspective during the 

conversation. They believed that conversations with real people could help to provide 

customized solutions to their problems. It thus seems that those features help to foster 

relationships between consumers and corporations by way of problem-solving and 

needs fulfillment.  

The results show that ordinary consumers in China are more comfortable with 

engaging in CCDC when they initiate it. In that role, consumers engage in CCDC only 

when they want corporations to fulfill their personalized needs (e.g., solving problems 

associated with the product or service). They generally reported being on alert during 
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one-on-one conversations initiated by corporations and resented being engaged in 

deliberative dialogues with corporations. As mentioned, they were skeptical that such 

dialogues benefit them.  

The result might be also explained by China’s low trust in society (Steinhardt 

& Delhey, 2020). As argued by Fukuyama (1995), Chinese people tend to distrust 

members of their out-group and trust only the members of their in-group. Corporation–

consumer relationships are often treated as out-group relationships and people 

predominantly perceive such relationships as instrumental (Bond & Smith, 1996). Thus, 

people tend to stay on guard against corporations and feel alarmed by corporation-

initiated conversations.  

5.2.5 CCDC with Loyal Consumers 

As stated, dialogue, based on Kent and Taylor’s (1998, 2002) conceptualization, 

very rarely occurs in China. Consumers reported rarely witnessing corporations 

practice genuine dialogue and did not expect the positive outcomes that such dialogue 

can produce. Meanwhile, corporations considered genuine dialogue to be overly 

idealized and unnecessary in most communication scenarios. Mentioned exceptions 

included dialogues with loyal consumers or die-hard fans of certain brands, who tend 

to identify strongly with a brand or have built high-quality relationships with the 

company. 

For example, as mentioned by interviewees, one company’s executive officers 

interact with consumers (e.g., by @ing consumers and replying to consumers’ posts) 

in social mediaon a daily basis. The company has its own online community of loyal 
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consumers, among whom research and development staff constantly consult consumers 

on product functions and design. The company also conducts offline dialogue with its 

consumers—for example, by frequently holding consultation meetings, inviting 

consumers to have dinner with executive officers every year, and inviting loyal 

consumers to the initial public offering bell-ringing ceremony. Such corporation–

consumer dialogues often take both online and offline forms, and in reinforcing each 

other, they create a virtuous circle of deliberative consumer engagement.  

Dialogue is indeed a form of communication with high standards. As Kent and 

Lane (2021) have argued, dialogue represents high levels of “ethical, honest, 

empathetic, inclusive, and trustworthy communication” (p. 1), which cultivates 

relationships between organizations and the public. Such a conceptualization 

distinguishes itself from other often-confused terms such as two-way communication 

and two-way symmetry and holds dialogue to very high standards (Chen et al., 2020). 

That form of dialogue exists in China only between a few companies and their loyal 

consumers or die-hard fans. For them, dialogue is not only a communicative activity 

of but also an orientation of communication that recognizes the public and values co-

creating meaning and joint decision-making (Kent & Taylor, 2002; Chen et al., 2020). 

However, such dialogues require commitment from both companies and 

consumers. In China, given its large population and highly saturated market (Achim, 

2021), a brand’s social media account may be followed by millions of users, and a 

consumer may receive information from hundreds of corporations every day. In that 

context, both corporations and consumers need to narrow down their targets for 
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communication that entails such intense involvement. Thus, those dialogues take place 

only rarely, typically between a few companies and a small number of their loyal 

consumers, and they do not represent the forms and purposes of CCDC—that is, what 

Chinese companies and consumers define as dialogic communication.  

5.2.6 CCDC and Dialogue in China 

As argued by previous sections, CCDC is a strategic, goal-oriented 

conversation between companies and consumers in China, rather than a deliberative 

interaction based on reasoned, open, reciprocal, and un-coerced arguments. CCDC 

could have the potential to foster dialogue between corporations and consumers in 

China after overcoming the following problems.   

First, in most situations the CCDC in China’s social media falls short of 

reciprocity, equality, and respect for all participants - qualities considered necessary for 

authentic dialogue to take place (Kent & Taylor, 2002). With the rapid transformation 

in the economy, technology, and medialization in China over a short period of time 

(Chen et al., 2020), emerging opportunities create the temptation and incentives to cut 

corners, leading to financial greed (Berger, 2015). Thus, companies often have no 

incentive to engage in dialogue to cultivate long-term relationships, because their 

investors or people in charge are keen to get rich quick. As long as companies view 

their consumers as means to the organizational ends, the lack of reciprocity will 

continue to be a problem, which will curb genuine dialogue (Evans, 2001).  

Second, apathy and lack of efficacy by consumers are identified in the research, 

which also curb authentic dialogue from taking place. According to the research 
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findings, consumers in China are not motivated to engage in genuine dialogue because 

they also position themselves to be “audiences and markets” (Evans, 2001, p. 776) 

rather than active participants in the communication process. Apart from lack of trust 

in the companies, many consumer respondents expressed their inability to influence 

corporate decisions. The reasons for such inability may include a national culture of 

high power distance. The group of low power tends not to be involved in decision 

making of the high-power group (Hofstede et al., 2011). Moreover, China’s transition 

from a seller’s market (under the command economy) to a buyer’s market (in a market-

based economy) has been drastic (Cui & Liu, 2001), and is still in the process of 

building consumer confidence and efficacy, as well as a framework of relevant 

regulations (Thomas, 2018). For example, an inadequate class action law-suit system 

(R. H. Huang, 2018; Lin & Xiang, 2021) and relatively underdeveloped consumer 

activism (Treré & Zhu, 2021) could be potential barriers in the development of 

consumer efficacy. 

Nevertheless, I recognize the chances for CCDC to foster dialogue between 

companies and consumers. As argued by White (2008), strategic and goal-oriented 

communication may be a path to dialogue in many situations in organization-public 

communication, because trust - an important prerequisite of dialogue - cannot be built 

all at once.  

As stated by Kent and Taylor (2002), genuine dialogue requires all parties to 

give their whole self to encounters. However, the current research finds that both 

companies and consumers in China often do not feel it is safe to give their whole selves 
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to dialogue due to lack of mutual trust; they fear being at higher risk if the other party 

does not give their whole selves, too. Consumers are concerned they may be exploited, 

manipulated, or harassed by companies, while companies are wary of possible conflicts, 

boycotts, or even crises triggered by communication failures. As such, both parties use 

strategies to protect themselves, but they also feel out the possibility for fostering 

dialogue. Trust and relationship quality often spiral up when both parties feel satisfied 

in constant conversations, and, when accumulated to a certain level, dialogue has a 

chance to occur. 

Dialogue in China may resemble Deweyian dialogue as a social action oriented 

to collective problem solving more than the Habermasian form of deliberative dialogue 

due to the lack of social deliberation, as argued above. In such a form of dialogue, 

companies and consumers communicate and collaborate to solve problems and build 

communities in which all members actively participate. Both companies and 

consumers engage in speaking and active listening, with a rough sense of equality 

between participants (Evans, 2001). Such a dialogue currently exists, but only between 

a few corporations and their loyal consumers. With the improvement of business 

regulations and ethics (Berger, 2015), the development of consumer activism facilitated 

by social media and short videos in China (Treré & Zhu, 2021), and the improvement 

of class action law-suit system (Lin & Xiang, 2021), we can expect an environment 

and conditions that nurture dialogue to become more widespread. The following 

section will propose a normative approach for the CCDC to make dialogue more likely 

to take place. 
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5.2.7 A Normative Approach of CCDC 

The previous sections described CCDC as a strategic conversation to achieve a 

predetermined goal in the mind of corporations or consumers. This is mainly a 

positivist stance, defining an empirical matter through observation and framing the 

actual practice of CCDC in China. However, a normative approach toward CCDC is 

important because it informs the best practices that CCDC should support in China’s 

social media to generate benefits to both corporations and consumers in China. Such a 

normative approach guides ethical CCDC practices and aids the development of 

professional codes of ethics and practices (Kent & Lane, 2021).  

However, the factors arising from the China context should also have a 

significant impact on the normative approach of CCDC, as normative theories are 

ethical and value laden (Kent & Li, 2020). While ethics and values can be universal in 

some cases, sociocultural contexts also account for differences in business ethics and 

personal and managerial values (Li et al., 2021). Thus, a normative approach taken by 

CCDC in social media in China includes similar and idiosyncratic aspects as compared 

to the Western context. The following assumptions emerge from the literature and the 

findings of the studies to develop a normative approach of CCDC.  

(1) CCDC should primarily serve the purpose of relationship building rather 

than marketing and sales.  

The findings of the research suggested that many corporate managers in China 

generally take a functional view of CCDC in the social media with a focus on sales and 

profitability. Some of them also see social media as a message-disseminating tool for 
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corporations to post messages and to set the corporate agenda for consumers. Such an 

approach might help corporations to achieve their marketing and sales goals but can 

weaken consumers’ trust in the corporation. As suggested by Kent and Taylor (2002), 

it is difficult, if not impossible, to regain trust once it is lost. The absence of trust would 

harm the corporations in the long run. 

Thus, CCDC should serve primarily the purpose of relationship building. 

Scholars have suggested that dialogue should be relational and public centered (e.g., 

Kent, 2017; Kent & Taylor, 2002). Otherwise, the communication is one-sided and 

cannot be called dialogue. Kent and Taylor (2016) suggest that public relations should 

move away from an economic model to a more relational and ethical model in building 

dialogic relationships in social media. Kent and Li (2020) also proposed that social 

media should be a tool for active relationship building and content co-creation, rather 

than for passively disseminating information and content manipulation. Genuine 

dialogic communication aimed at building relationships is rewarding for both 

corporations and consumers, because it nurtures trust (Yang et al., 2015), positive 

attitude (Watkins, 2017), and engagement (Bortree & Seltzer, 2009; Men et al., 2018), 

which bring mutual benefits for corporations and consumers. 

(2) Corporations should pay close attention to consumer needs in CCDC.  

The dialogic approach is an interpersonal, relational, and public-centered 

approach to public relations (Kent, 2017). In the Chinese context, corporations may 

start with paying close attention to consumer needs because the findings of this research 

suggest that Chinese consumers’ primary expectation for CCDC is need fulfillment. 



 

 

153 

Consumers expect corporations to employ CCDC in social media to fulfill their needs, 

such as answering their questions, solving their problems, or providing customer 

service. Thus, it is inferred that CCDC featuring interpersonal conversations with 

efforts to provide customized solutions to consumers’ problems can increase consumer 

satisfaction and thereby improve corporation–consumer relationships. 

(3) Empathy, commitment, social presence, and openness should be present in 

CCDC. 

Empathy, commitment, and social presence were frequently mentioned by 

consumers as important features of genuine CCDC. Along those lines, empathy is 

described in the literature as having an atmosphere in which corporations “walking in 

the shoes” of consumers, so to speak (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 27). Consumers also 

expressed similar expectations in stating that their needs, problems, and situations 

should be truly understood and respected.  

Commitment includes genuineness and commitment to conversation as well as 

to interpretation—that is, trying to make sense of often-diverse positions (Kent & 

Taylor, 2002). In China, consumers expect corporations to genuinely commit time and 

resources to such conversations and relationships; otherwise, they are not committed 

to corporations, and the corporation–consumer relationship can neither be built nor 

maintained. 

Social presence has been defined as the extent to which an interactant is 

perceived as a real person in mediated communication (Gunawardena, 1995). Scholars 

have argued that social presence prioritizes interpersonal, relational, and empathetic 
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interactions and is thus imperative for dialogic communication (Men et al., 2018). In 

the Chinese cultural context, which greatly values interpersonal relationships, social 

presence is particularly pertinent to CCDC, and the interviewees likewise indicated that 

social presence is the basis for empathetic and interpersonal communication.  

Openness and honesty are also essential features of dialogic communication. 

Communication cannot be dialogic without an open and honest climate (Yang et al., 

2015). Organizations and segments of the public are more likely to reach mutually 

beneficial solutions when they are open and honest with each other (Kent & Taylor, 

2002). Our findings additionally suggest the importance of being open and honest with 

consumers. 

(4) Risk and mutual equality should be encouraged but not required. 

Genuine dialogue cannot be manipulated and, as such, has the potential to 

produce unpredictable as well as dangerous outcomes (Kent & Taylor, 2002). As 

mentioned, corporations in China struggle to accept unpredictable outcomes of 

dialogue due to society’s risk-averse culture. In particular, the trends of polarization 

(Lee, 2016; Lin& Tian, 2019) and a lack of deliberation (Medaglia & Zhu, 2017; Sun 

et al., 2022) in social media in China make unpredictable outcomes especially 

dangerous for Chinese corporations. Although relational risks should be encouraged 

because of their rewards include strengthened relationships (Kent & Taylor, 2002), 

Chinese corporations could begin with a limited level of CCDC, one entailing a certain 

level of risk control, and gradually embrace dialogic risks by adjusting their level of 

risk tolerance. 
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Dialogue also emphasizes mutual equality between dialogic partners and the 

avoidance of a power imbalance or superiority (Kent & Taylor, 2002). The spirit of 

mutual equality should be encouraged because it is the basis for ethical dialogue and 

genuine relationships (Yang et al., 2015). Even so, in our research only a few corporate 

interviewees mentioned mutual equality as a feature of CCDC. Beyond that, Chinese 

consumers did not mention equal control as an expected or required feature of CCDC. 

China has a culture characterized by high power distance, meaning that people are more 

likely to accept, if not expect, unequally distributed power in society (Hofstede, 2010). 

Thus, corporations and consumers in China should be encouraged to achieve mutual 

equality gradually and in consideration of both parties’ expectations when it comes to 

power distribution.  

In conclusion, a normative approach of CCDC was pinpointed by key principles 

of dialogic communication proposed by previous literature (e.g., Kent & Taylor, 2002; 

Yang et al., 2015). Some principles as risk and mutual equality were adjusted to fit the 

Chinese context. 

5.3 CCDC Practices  

5.3.1 Objectives of CCDC Practices 

The second objective of the research was to explore the application of dialogic 

communication used by Chinese companies to engage consumers on social media. The 

findings of the research suggest that CCDC has been thoroughly adopted by public 

relations practitioners in China, via various channels and in different forms by different 

companies. Most frequently, they have utilized the affordances of open-source social 

media to micro-target messages for CCDC.  



 

 

156 

Many corporate managers stated that operating branded social media accounts 

is not a choice for companies operating in China but an imperative. Indeed, with the 

world’s largest social media market full of highly engaged users (Thomala, 2022a), 

social media in China are so significant that corporations that lack engagement with 

social media users are missing a major opportunity (Crampton, 2011). Considering that 

top Chinese social media platforms are building closed-looped ecosystems that convert 

visits directly into sales within the platform (Ang, 2021), that missed opportunity may 

significantly reduce potential profits. 

Thus, corporate managers in China are making every effort to use social media 

to its full potential, and CCDC was reported to be the chief means. The interactive 

nature of social media allows CCDC to take place, which in turn allows corporations 

to foster consumer engagement (Shawky et al., 2019). Generally, corporate managers 

reported expecting that CCDC in social mediacan boost share of voice and sales, 

improve corporate image and reputation, and serve the function of social listening. 

The first objective of practicing CCDC, especially open-source CCDC on social 

media, was to boost the corporation’s share of voice. On most social media platforms, 

including Weibo, WeChat, and Douyin, the number of consumers’ responses to branded 

social media messages (e.g., replying to or reposting a message) influences the 

possibility that the message goes viral according to the platform’s algorithm. Such 

share of voice is important for corporations, because China’s social media has a large 

user base, and users are more active than in most other countries (Chiu et al., 2012), 

for they search social media to obtain nonofficial discourse whereas the mainstream 
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media are controlled by the state (Chen, 2018). Thus, companies operating in China, 

compared with their Western counterparts, especially rely in social mediato increase 

their exposure to the public. 

The second objective of CCDC practices was to boost sales. As social 

commerce has become the new norm in China for brands and savvy marketers (Wang, 

2022), the merging trends of using social media and e-commerce platforms has 

significantly shortened the path from contact to purchase, reduced the likelihood of 

purchase abandonment, and increased the possibility of impulse purchasing. Against 

that background, consumers’ experiences with communicating with corporations was 

considered to have a direct effect on their purchase intention and behavior. Considering 

that consumers in China engage in CCDC primarily to fulfill their needs, most 

frequently for problem-solving or customer service, it is not difficult to understand why 

corporate managers use CCDC as an effective means to convert sales. 

Third, corporations reported conducted CCDC to improve their public 

reputation and image. A couple of corporate managers mentioned that insufficient 

CCDC makes brands look rigid and old-fashioned and thus unpopular with Gen Z in 

China, or whom they refer to as “the generation born after 1995.” According to a 

McKinsey report, China’s Gen Z has a higher demand for customized products and 

services and is relatively more loyal to the brands that they identify with than their 

older counterparts (Zhou et al., 2020). Thus, engaging in conversations with them and 

offering customized solutions to their problems help companies to get on the right side 

of those young consumers, and the reward for the companies is attractive, because those 
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consumers are more likely to become loyal to their brands. 

Last, the companies also expected CCDC to serve the function of social 

listening. Consistent with what Lai and Fu (2019) have observed, companies expected 

CCDC to facilitate the formation of their follower networks. By distinguishing high-

dialogic groups from low-dialogic groups, they can target more engaged stakeholders 

who are potentially loyal consumers. Such accurate targeting is considered to be 

beneficial for corporations’ development of strategy for product and service operations 

and marketing. 

Cultivating relationships with consumers was also mentioned as an objective of 

CCDC, albeit less frequently. Even corporate managers who mentioned relationship 

cultivation also mentioned organizational goals as the major objectives of CCDC, 

which may explain the phenomenon in which consumers stay on guard against 

company initiated CCDC. Despite low social trust in China, China’s well-developed 

social commerce, while shortening consumers’ shopping processes and improving their 

experiences, also simplifies the process by which corporations reach consumers. 

Ultimately, companies tend to push promotional messages to consumers via social 

media because their major objectives for CCDC are focused on the organization. Such 

actions, in turn, were found to aggravate the distrust of consumers, thereby making it 

harder for companies to initiate conversations with them for any purpose. That vicious 

cycle of distrust may explain why genuine dialogue rarely takes place in China. 

5.3.2 Constraints of CCDC Practices 

Despite the aforementioned vicious cycle of distrust between corporations and 
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consumers in China, various previous studies have suggested that the perceived quality 

of dialogue positively predicts public trust and eliminates distrust (e.g., Yang et al., 

2015; Kramer, 1999; Lewicki et al., 1998). The contrast between the benefit of dialogue 

and the lack of implementation in China begs an important question: what constraints 

hinder corporations in implementing genuine dialogue in China? In response, the 

author has identified several constraining factors. 

First, a widely mentioned constraint is insufficient resources. Many corporation 

managers mentioned being underfunded and understaffed owing to the low awareness 

of the importance of public relations by upper management. For one, public relations 

in China are suffering from a decline of legitimacy resulting from bad practices, 

including deleting posts, sugarcoating, using soft ads, and attacking competitors with 

hit pieces (Chen et al., 2020). Such malpractice has challenged public relations as a 

profession and contributes to the contempt for public relations by dominant coalitions 

of companies. For another, high power distance in Chinese society makes it difficult 

for public relations practitioners to become part of dominant coalitions (Chen & 

Culbertson, 2003; Srimamesh, 1996). As a consequence, corporations’ social media 

strategies are often constrained by lack of resources needed to conduct dialogic 

communication. 

Second, concern over the risks associated with dialogue was also mentioned as 

a common constraint, which is consistent with Huang and Yang’s (2015) suggestion 

that organizational risk tolerance influences organizations’ implementation of dialogic 

communication. However, the organizational culture of risk avoidance might be more 



 

 

160 

common in China than in the West, because the value of risk aversion is deeply 

embedded in Chinese culture. As Douglas and Wildavsky (1982) have argued, societies 

with an individualistic business ideology, including in the United States, tend to be 

more risk-taking. By contrast, societies with a collectivist culture and higher power 

distance, including China, are more cautious and risk averse. Moreover, as noted by 

Huang (2000), Confucianism, the prevailing social value system in China, promotes 

modesty, prudence, and risk avoidance (Chen et al., 2018). Thus, risk avoidance might 

exist as a common obstacle that prevents corporations from engaging their consumers 

in dialogues.  

Third, insufficient coordination between departments was mentioned as another 

obstacle preventing corporations from engaging in dialogues with consumers. The 

rapid development of social media and social commerce in China has broken down the 

silos of public relations, customer service, and marketing, all of which have become 

more integrated than ever before. A case in point is that a branded social media account 

may serve multiple functions, including communicating with stakeholders, cultivating 

relationships, providing customer service, and offering sales. However, those 

departments in most companies have not been merged, which has created a mess for 

management. For example, in different corporations, the operation of the company’s 

social media accounts was assigned to different departments that have different 

perceptions on executing dialogic communication. In some companies, the 

departments for branding, marketing, and press releases are in charge of social media 

accounts. Thus, the implementation of dialogic communication in social medialargely 
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depends on the extent to which those departments agree with the vision of public 

relations. 

Last, interviewees in state-owned companies or in particular industries (e.g., 

finance) also identified company and industry regulations as another factor that makes 

them especially cautious about adopting dialogic communication. Thus, practitioners 

should examine various organizational features to identify the extent to which each 

organization is compatible with dialogue. 

5.4 Antecedents of CCE 

5.4.1 Indirect Effect of CCDC on CCE 

The third objective of the research was to examine the effects of dialogic 

communication on consumer engagement. The author aimed to achieve that objective 

by triangulating findings from Studies 1 and 2.  

Study 1 generated inconsistent findings on the effects of dialogic 

communication on consumer engagement. Whereas corporate managers largely 

acknowledged the effectiveness of CCDC on CCE, including its cognitive, emotional, 

and behavioral aspects, most consumers did not identify a causal relationship between 

CCDC and CCE but generally recognized the positive effect of CBI on CCE. The 

results of analyzing the structural equation model in Study 2 indicated that CCDC did 

not have a significant effect on CCE in any of the three dimensions. Instead, CCDC 

positively predicted CBI, which significantly influenced the behavioral and emotional 

dimensions of CCE. The findings of Study 2 provide evidence to support what the 

interviewed consumers reported in Study 1, possibly suggesting that the effect of 

CCDC might be overstated by corporate managers. 
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The overstated effect of CCDC from corporate managers could be explained by 

the different perspectives that took on CCE. Regarding companies’ social media 

strategies, they mentioned examining the act and outcomes of stakeholders’ 

engagement in organizational activities on social media. Although those observations 

capture reactive and proactive responses to corporations’ social media messages, they 

fail to reflect the big picture of CCE. On the one hand, as noticed by many corporate 

managers, many of those responses do not come from consumers. For example, one 

corporate manager mentioned that more than half of the likes, shares, and comments 

related to their social media messages are the work of the fans of their brand 

ambassador. On the other, the interviewed consumers and survey respondents represent 

the “silent majority” of consumers, whose behaviors are not recorded by corporate 

managers, because they do not give likes, share posts, or leave comments in response 

to organizational posts, even though they make up the majority of consumers. Thus, 

such observations might be biased and support corporate managers’ misguided 

understandings of consumers’ behaviors. 

A comparison of the corporate managers’ observations, the consumers’ reports, 

and the survey result suggests that CCDC is effective in improving the hit counts for 

social media messages, but that CCDC does not influence most consumers’ 

engagement behaviors or intentions. A possible explanation is that CCDC does not 

change consumers’ behaviors or intentions but builds a brand’s community by targeting 

stakeholders interested in communicating with the corporations. 

As suggested by Lai and Fu (2020), organizations with higher levels of dialogic 
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social media use usually target relatively distinct segments of the public that are more 

distinguishable, less diffused and separated, and generally willing to maintain ongoing 

relationships with the organizations. Moreover, Chen and Zhao (2021) found that 

organization–stakeholder dialogue significantly influenced the size and structure of an 

organization’s stakeholder network on social media. In particular, organizations with a 

higher level of dialogic communication amassed larger networks with stakeholders and 

took a more centralized position therein. As such, CCDC seems to facilitate the 

organization of corporate online communities by micro-targeting stakeholders who are 

keen to engage and build relationships with organizations. 

Despite the finding that CCDC does not directly improve CCE, the findings of 

Study 2 indicate the significant indirect effect of CCDC on CCE via CBI. That finding 

suggests that CCDC affects engagement by nurturing consumers’ identification with 

brand. However, because CBI is a long-term investment (Popp & Woratschek, 2017) 

with sustained effects on consumers’ behavior (Stokburger-Sauer et al., 2012), it could 

be inferred that only through sustained CCDC, which has long-term instead of 

immediate results, can CBI be cultivated. In that light, the finding resonates with Kent’s 

(2017) argument that dialogue is a means to create more durable, longer-lasting 

relationships between organizations and the public.  

Meanwhile, the finding that CCDC does not significantly predict CCE was 

inconsistent with the results of past studies (e.g., Zhao & Chen, 2022; Liu et al., 2020; 

Men et al., 2018; Saxton & Waters, 2014), which showed that dialogic communication 

significantly predicted CCE. That inconsistency can be explained by several factors, as 
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detailed in the following paragraphs. 

First, most of the abovementioned studies took a message-centric approach and 

used naturally occurring matrices to gauge social media engagement. The research 

presented here, by contrast, departed from a message-centric approach and repositioned 

corporations and consumers as the source of dialogic communication and engagement 

by using the mixed methods of interviews and a survey using self-report. Beyond that, 

whereas the abovementioned studies generally operationalized engagement as an 

outcome of organizational efforts by social media popularity metrics, the research 

presented here gauged engagement as whether and to what extent consumers are in an 

engaged state. For example, Zhao and Chen (2022), Saxton and Waters (2014), and Liu 

et al. (2020) suggested that dialogic communication had a significant direct and indirect 

effect on engagement, as measured by the number of likes, shares, and comments. Men 

et al. (2018) also found a positive relationship between dialogic communication and 

engagement, this time measured by the number of likes, reactions (e.g., “love,” “haha,” 

“wow,” “sad,” and “angry”), shares, and comments to CEOs’ Facebook pages. By 

comparison, engagement in the research presented here described by consumers in 

interviewees and gauged by the survey was the extent to which consumers would be in 

an engaged state. The inconsistent direct effect of dialogic communication on 

differently operationalized engagement is interesting, largely because it suggests that 

dialogic communication improves the popularity of corporate messages but does not 

directly change consumers’ engagement intention or behaviors. 

The next possible explanation for the inconsistency between the findings is the 
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different countries or regions where the studies were conducted. The current research, 

on the one hand, examined the effect of dialogic communication on social media 

engagement in China, which is a rare undertaking in the field (Ao & Huang, 2020). 

According to its findings, consumers in China are on guard against communicative 

actions initiated by corporations, because of relatively low social trust in out-groups in 

China and corporate managers’ tendency to use CCDC to achieve organizational ends. 

Thus, it is generally more difficult to enhance engagement through dialogic 

communication in Chinese society. 

5.4.2 The Mediating Role of CBI 

As stated, in the interviews in Study 1, consumers in China stated that their 

identification with a brand would drive them to engage with the brand’s social media 

messages, possibly more so than if or how the brand communicated with them. In the 

findings of Study 2, by comparison, CBI had strong positive effects on the emotional 

and behavioral dimensions of CCE. Those findings resonate with previous research 

(e.g., Kaur et al., 2020; Rather et al., 2018; Loureiro et al., 2015), which has suggested 

that CBI enhances consumer engagement. 

The findings suggest that the more that consumers identify with a brand, the 

more likely that they are to cognitively and emotionally engage with the brand and its 

company. Enhanced CBI may impact consumer’s perceptions, cognitions, and 

evaluations about the brand (Underwood et al., 2001), which may further lead to 

consumer support for and commitment to the brand (Rather et al., 2018; Elbedweihy 

et al., 2016; Tuskej & Podnar, 2018). Also, a consumer who identifies a brand with 
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his/her own identity would likely to build and maintain their relationships with the 

brand and tends to be more attentive and emotionally attached to the branded social 

media account to confirm and reinforce his/her self-identity (Kumar & Kaushik, 2020).  

Even so, the research also showed that CBI does not significantly influence the 

BCCE of consumers in China. Since previous research has found that CBI significantly 

predicts consumer’s various behavioral intentions like purchase intention (Fazli-Salehi 

et al., 2021) and behavioral intention of loyalty (So et al., 2012), it is likely that 

consumers don’t need to demonstrate the behavior in social media to be connected with 

the brand. They can shape their identity by using the brand’s product(s) and consuming 

the brand’s messages/information on its social media account. 

The identified CBI’s mediating role between CCDC and CCE indicates the 

significant impact of CCDC on CBI. Those findings echo the literature indicating the 

significant positive relationships between communication and brand or corporation 

identification. In particular, consumer identification with a brand or an organization 

was found to be predicted by a series of communication orientations, including the 

provision of useful information (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003; Kuenzel & Halliday, 2008), 

constant updates (Laverie et al., 2011), social media interactions (Chen & Lin, 2019), 

and mutual equality of control (Driessen et al., 2013). Those orientations align with 

tenets of dialogic communication and, in turn, suggest a link between dialogic 

communication and CBI. 

As noted by Chen and Zhao (2021), dialogic communication increases 

interactions between brands and consumers and facilitates consumer–consumer 
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interactions. Those interactions extend consumers’ opportunities to acquire relational 

knowledge about the brand and increase their perceptions of similarity (Simon & 

Tossan, 2018). Consumers who were interviewed noted that constant CCDC nurtures 

a sense of familiarity with corporations, thereby allowing them to discover similarities 

between themselves and the organizations. Perceived similarity, in turn, enhances 

consumers’ identification with the brand or corporation (Lin et al., 2014). 

Those findings suggests that CBI is an underexamined outcome of dialogue or 

dialogic communication. According to a systematic review of dialogic theory, the 

identification of consumers or the public with a brand or organization has very rarely 

been investigated as an outcome of dialogue. However, scholars have examined various 

outcomes of dialogue closely related to brand identification, including brand resonance 

(Keller, 2012), brand community engagement (Zhao & Chen, 2022), and attitude 

toward the organization (Watkins, 2017). Even so, further examination on the effect of 

dialogic communication on identifying with brands and corporations is needed.  

The findings of the research may also suggest an update for the 

conceptualization and operationalization of cognitive engagement. Along with 

awareness, attention, absorption, and interest, the element consistently identified as 

comprising CCCE—that is, brand or organization identification—should be integrated 

into CCCE in the Chinese context.  

While the literature on public relations and consumer engagement contains a 

limited discussion on identification, So et al. (2014) have argued that brand 

identification should be considered central to the conceptualization of CCCE since it 
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justifies consumers’ engagement behaviors from a cognitive perspective. At base, 

brand identification is a key dimension of what an engaged person experiences (Macey 

& Schneider, 2008) even without taking any further action. The findings of the research 

also suggest that CBI represents how ordinary consumers in China process branded 

information on social media. Moreover, CBI was found to be enhanced by CCDC, so 

integrating CBI into the CCCE conceptualization aligns with the findings of previous 

studies showing that dialogic communication predicts engagement. It also significantly 

predicts emotional and behavioral engagement, which aligns with the cognition–

attitude–behavior sequence (Lavidge & Steiner, 1961). 

5.4.3 CCDC, Gratifications, and CCE 

The findings of the research indicate that dialogic communication positively 

predicts utilitarian, hedonic, and social gratification as perceived by consumers, which 

suggests another underexamined outcome of dialogue.  

First, CCDC in the form of online one-on-one conversations that provide 

consumers with customized solutions to their problems, adds to the value of utilitarian 

gratification by providing useful, immediately accessible information. Moreover, 

messages delivered with empathy, respect, and social presence that resemble 

conversations with another human are comforting, relaxing and stress-relieving and 

thereby contribute to the hedonic value of organizations’ information on social media. 

Last, CCDC reinforces consumers’ perceived social gratification because the 

dimension of social presence within CCDC enhances the consumer’s sense of being 

present with the company, which facilitates social presence and consumers’ perceptions 
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of intimacy with the brand or company’s personae (Ledbetter & Meisner, 2021). CCDC 

also provides various touchpoints that cultivate online interactions via message 

exchanges between corporations and consumers and between consumers and other 

consumers (Chen & Zhao, 2021) and thus expands consumers’ relationship networks 

with corporations and other consumers. 

However, contrary to the findings of Muntinga et al. (2011), Maree and van 

Heerden (2020), and Chen (2017), all of whom observed that users’ perceptions of the 

gratification value of social media accounts influenced their engagement, the research 

conducted for this dissertation found otherwise. The findings from both Studies 1 and 

2 indicate the limited effects of gratification on consumer engagement.  

Those inconsistent findings may be due to the robust growth in social media 

and social commerce in China in recent years, which has significantly changed the 

composition of the traits of followers on social media. As suggested by the findings of 

Study 1, the primary motivation of consumers in China for following corporations’ 

social media accounts is to obtain customer service. As such, corporate accounts are 

not expected to provide gratification. Most consumers stated that they would go 

directly to entertainment or knowledge-based accounts when they seek gratification. 

That tendency is a corollary of the overly saturated market of China’s social media, 

which results in a very narrow segmentation of the market for content consumption 

(Achim, 2021). 

Thus, messages with utilitarian, hedonic, and social gratification value do not 

impact consumer engagement. Most interviewed consumers indicated indifferent 
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attitudes toward corporations’ messages with utilitarian orientations because they take 

utilitarian gratification for granted. They were also unresponsive to messages with 

hedonic and social gratification value and even felt negative about companies whose 

social media accounts post excessive messages with hedonic and social gratification 

value, which makes them question the decency of the companies. However, those 

messages are somehow deceptive because they usually attract a large amount of traffic. 

A case in point is that, as mentioned by some company managers, messages that 

mention one or more celebrities (e.g., brand ambassadors) usually get thousands of 

likes, shares, and comments; however, most of those likes, shares, and comments come 

from the fans of the celebrities, whose hit behaviors result from their interest in the 

celebrity, not their desire to engage with a corporation or brand. Similar situations 

characterize messages with other recreational elements or lottery draw functions, 

whose likes, shares, and counts may hardly represent consumer engagement with the 

company.  

5.5 Theoretical Implications 

5.5.1 Implications for the Literature on Public Relations  

This dissertation contributes to the literature on dialogue in public relations in 

several ways. First, it has provided a holistic understanding of how corporation–

consumer dialogic communication is perceived in China. Despite a growing body of 

literature on dialogic theory focusing on the context of China, much of it has not 

addressed the suitability of such theory in the scholarship or practice of public relations 

in China. The research presented here, by contrast, refined the definitions and 

operationalizations of dialogic theory for the Chinese context. As such, it contributes 
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to dialogic theory’s cross-cultural adaptability by refining and extending the theory to 

a non-Western context, thereby providing key references for future research aimed at 

further applying dialogic theory to public relations research and practices in China. 

Second, the research adopted a co-orientational approach to examine how both 

companies and consumers perceive dialogic communication. Both parties’ goals and 

expectations matter because they form an important base for their communicative 

actions. Thus, the author explored gaps and overlaps in the perception of dialogue 

between the two parties and analyzed the context-specific factors leading to such 

(in)consistencies. By identifying goals that are expected by both organizations and the 

public, the research has advanced current understandings of communication strategies 

for achieving outcomes desired by both parties in dialogic communication.  

Third, the research contributes to dialogic theory in public relations by 

identifying the important role of CBI. Despite ample research examining the process 

by which dialogue or dialogic communication impacts CCE, the mediating role of 

brand or organization identification has remained underexamined, even though past 

studies have found evidence that organization identification significantly mediated the 

effect of the dialogic features of openness (Yang et al. 2010) and perceived 

organizational transparency (Men et al., 2020) on the relational outcomes of account 

acceptance, positive attitude, and intention to spread supportive word of mouth (Yang 

et al. 2010), along with employee engagement (Men et al., 2020). The research 

presented here, by contrast, was able to delineate how that process unfolds by revealing 

the mediating effects of CBI in the Chinese context, thereby demonstrating that brand 
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or organization identification should be considered or controlled for when examining 

the effect of dialogue or dialogic communication in social media on CCE. 

Last, the research can enrich current understandings of consumer engagement. 

Public engagement, underpinned by proactive and reactive communicative actions 

toward organizational messages, was shown to be enhanced by features of 

organizations’ communication, including dialogic communication (e.g., Chen & Zhao, 

2021; Men et al., 2018; Watkins, 2017), media richness (Liu et al., 2020), and strategies 

for cultivating relationships (Huang et al., 2021). Compared with past endeavors, the 

investigation took an individual-centric approach to examine engagement not only as 

consumers communicative and behavioral actions in social media but also as their 

cognitions and emotions resulting from such actions (Chen, 2017, 2018; Men & Tsai, 

2014; Paek et al., 2013). As such, the research demonstrated that consumer engagement 

is a consolidated outcome of social media communication and brand identification.  

Additional research is needed to validate whether brand identification is also a 

predictor of public engagement or is correlated only with consumer engagement. 

5.5.2 Implications for the Literature on Marketing 

The results of the research are of theoretical significance to the current body of 

knowledge on branding in a few ways. For one, they expand the scholarship on brand 

identification by providing empirical support of CCDC’s positive impact on CBI, 

which consequently enhances CCE on social media. Articulating that process helps to 

clarify the role of CCDC in social media branding in China, which over time may 

produce tangible and intangible changes in branding practices. Although research on 
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the interplay of communication and branding has been conducted in diverse ways, the 

research presented herein shifted the focus of past studies from the organization’s 

perspective to the perspective of a consumer–centered co-creational approach, one that 

positions the intersubjectivity of brand–consumer communication at the center of CBI 

formation. As a result of the empirical research, current understandings of the process 

of brand identification based on previous research have been expanded to include the 

context of corporations’ social media communication in China. 

Second, by uniting CCDC, CBI, gratification, and CCE in a conceptual model, 

the research was able to offer a holistic understanding of consumers’ motivations to 

engage with branded social media accounts. Since the effect of traditional media in 

brand promotion is falling (Tuškej et al., 2013), CCE has become even more important 

as a strategic imperative for brand management and the cultivation of consumer–brand 

relationships (So et al., 2012; Wang & Fesenmaier, 2004). CCE has also been regarded 

as a powerful strategic direction for success in marketing, one that has enabled 

companies and consumers to play an active role in both one-to-one (e.g., consumer–

brand) and many-to-many (e.g., consumer–brand–other consumers) activities and 

communication in social media (Brodie et al., 2011). On that count, the results of the 

research presented here, by indicating that consumers are willing to pay attention to a 

brand and give it emotional support if they identify with it, contribute to the literature 

that pinpoints the significant role of brand–organization identification in cultivating 

CCE with organizations (e.g., Buil et al., 2019; He et al., 2014; Karanika-Murray et al., 

2015). 
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5.4. Practical Implications 

Several practical implications arise from the research’s findings. First, the 

findings offer suggestions for organizations about how to implement dialogic 

communication. The findings of the interviews in particular reveal that dialogic 

communication with open, mutual, relational, and interpersonal features is widely 

welcomed by Chinese consumers, which suggests that dialogic communication has 

great potential in China. However, practitioners need to first examine the compatibility 

of a company’s dialogues with its internal and external environment due to various 

constraints. Companies may start with a limited level of dialogue if they are in 

industries with relevant regulations, have limited resources to allocate to dialogue, or 

have a high concern of risk. 

Second, the different foci of companies and the public in dialogic communication 

identified in the results suggest that companies’ social media accounts could be used 

as channels for dialogic conversations that provide customer service and solve 

consumers’ problems with genuineness and empathy as a means to generate brand 

identification. Because those actions often require the joint efforts of public relations, 

marketing, and customer service departments, public relations and social media 

managers are advised to work closely together with customer service and marketing 

branding staff, for such cooperation benefits all departments.  

Third, a key takeaway from the findings is that companies in China may adjust 

their expected outcomes of CCDC and make strategic plans accordingly. The finding 

that CCDC indirectly enhances CCE by cultivating CBI suggests that CCDC generates 

long-term and cumulative outcomes. Thus, social media managers are advised to 
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implement CCDC as a sustained channel of communication, not as a tactic for specific 

social media messages, in order to cultivate the kind of consumer perception of the 

brand and the corporation that can enhance consumer engagement. 

5.5. Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

The research had several limitations that should be noted and addressed in 

future studies. The first limitation concerns the composition of the interviewees. The 

interviewed social media managers were from large companies in the technological, 

financial, and education industries. However, despite the author’s efforts to interview 

social media managers from companies representing all types of ownership, the 

feedback from the state-owned companies interviewed was limited compared with the 

feedback from companies with other types of ownership. Future research should 

therefore examine companies in other industries. At the same time, future research 

focused on state-owned enterprises is also suggested because they are important 

components of the Chinese economy while remain underexamined. Future research 

could additionally examine how small- and medium-sized organizations employ 

CCDC. 

Second, the interviewees were recruited from the social networks of the 

author’s peers and colleagues in mainland China using purposive sampling. They were 

generally young, well-educated, and living in first- or second-tier cities in mainland 

China. Scholars are thus advised to interview consumers who represent a more average 

distribution of the population in terms of age, level of education, and residence.  

Third, the research examined only one type of organization (i.e., corporations) 

and a specific group of members of the public (i.e., consumers). For that reason, 
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generalizing the findings to other types of organizations or segments of the public 

should be done with caution. In the future, collecting data from nonprofit organizations 

or government entities and strategic members of the public (e.g., donors or citizens) 

could shed further light on the definition of dialogue and dialogic communication in 

China, as well as their operationalization. Moreover, since the research was conducted 

under normal business situations, future research is encouraged to study the topic in 

the context of abnormal business times like during crises or emergencies. 

Fourth, the findings of the two studies were based on self-reported data and are 

thus subject to a couple of biases and limitations concerning honesty, introspective 

ability, interpretation of questions, rating scales, response bias and sampling bias. 

Future research using online data analysis to examine the conceptualization of CCDC 

and the relationship between these variables could address these limitations. 

To build upon the research, the following directions for future research are 

proposed. First, future studies are encouraged to test CCDC’s effect on organizational 

outcomes other than consumer engagement, including word of mouth and purchase 

intention. Potential mediators between CCDC, CBI, gratification, and CCE also need 

to be explored. Beyond that, based on the results of the interviews and survey, it is 

likely that CCDC’s effects on CCE depend upon individual features, including habits 

of social media use and sociopsychological traits. Scholars are encouraged to 

incorporate these individual features into the model. Last, the research, in a preliminary 

effort, examined mechanisms underlying the relationships between CCDC and CCE 

and, as a result, revealed the mediating role of CBI. Given those results, future studies 
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are suggested to examine more underlying effects of other variables, as well as how 

those effects are influenced by individual and organizational differences. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A. Interview Protocols (English and Simplified Chinese) 

Interview Protocol for Organizations 

Section 1: The Grand Tour Questions 

1. What is your company’s core business in China? 

2. Please tell me your job title. 

3. How long have you worked for the company? 

Section 2: Companies’ social media strategies 

4. Which social media platforms does your company use to communicate with the public? 

Which ones are the primary platform or are they all equally important? How does your 

company use those platforms differently [e.g., for different publics/consumer segments, 

for various purposes, etc.]? 

5. Who are your company’s key publics (e.g., government, consumers, employees etc.)? 

What are your company’s strategies to communicate with those key publics on social 

media platforms?  

6. Does your company plan to revise the above-mentioned communication strategies in the 

next 5 years? If so, then why and what are the changes you can share with me?  

7. Does your company have any accounts on foreign (i.e., non-Chinese) social media 

platforms? Do you use different communication strategies to target the consumers on 

those social media platforms? 

Section 3: Dialogic communication in China 

8. Which communication mode (i.e., one-way, two-way, or dialogic) does your company 
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most often use when communicating with its consumers?  

9. How does your company (or you) define dialogic communication with consumers in social 

media?  

10. Please give me an example or two to illustrate your company’s dialogic communication 

with consumers in social media. When and why does your company dialogically 

communicate with consumers in social media? 

11. In your opinion, what qualifies as a corporation–consumer dialogic communication in 

social media? How does conducting dialogues with consumers benefit the company?  

12. Do you think that your company’s dialogic communication with consumers benefits 

consumers? If so, then how?  

13. According to my observation, your company’s account on XXX platform frequently 

applied XXX dialogic strategies. Would you explain your objectives for applying those 

strategies? Do you think that those objectives are being achieved? 

14. What are the major online channels your company uses to engage consumers in dialogic 

communication?  

15. If your company has any overseas social media accounts, then does your company more 

or less frequently apply dialogic communication with overseas consumers? Why? 

16. In your opinion, do you agree companies should form dialogic communication with 

consumers online? Why or why not?  

Section 4: Model refinement 

17. We often say that media users seek out media content to meet their needs, including 

hedonic, functional or social needs, in order to continuously use the media. What kinds of 
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needs of consumers does your company provide via its communication/interaction with 

them in social media? What communication content in social media provided by your 

company to provide the previously identified needs?  

18. What kind of content on your company’s social media account can attract attention of 

consumers to absorb them? 

19. What kind of content on your social media account can trigger the enjoyment and 

enthusiasm of consumers? 

20. What kind of content on your company’s social media account can improve the stickiness 

and responsiveness of consumers—for example, in terms of shares, likes, and comments? 

21. Do you think that the dialogic approach of social-mediated communication between your 

company and consumers in social media can improve the abovementioned dimensions of 

public engagement? If so, then how?  

22. From your practical experience, what are other strategies to improve consumer 

engagement with corporate social media accounts? 

23. Based on your practice, how do you measure if you are conducting dialogic 

communication with consumers and its outcomes in social media? 
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Interview Protocol for Organizations 

第一部分：资本资料 

1. 贵公司在中国的主要业务是什么？ 

2. 请问您的职位是什么？ 

3. 请问您在这家公司任职多长时间？ 

第二部分：企业的社交媒体策略 

4. 贵公司最常使用哪些社交媒体平台与公众沟通？其中，哪个平台是最主要的？还

是它们都同等重要？贵公司使用这些社交媒体平台的方式是否有区别[例如，针对

不同的公众/不同的消费者市场/出于不同的目的等]？ 

5. 哪些公众对贵公司来说是最关键的（例如，政府、顾客、员工等）？贵公司在社

交媒体平台上针对消费者的传播策略是什么？  

6. 未来 5 年内，贵公司是否会对上述这些社交媒体传播策略作调整？如果是，为什

么调整？会做哪些调整？ 

7. 贵公司是否在国外（非中国）社交媒体平台上开设账号（例如 Facebook, Twitter, 

Youtube 等）？在这些社交媒体平台上，是否使用不同的传播策略来针对公司的

消费者？ 

第三部分：对话传播在中国 

8. 贵公司与消费者沟通时，最常使用哪种传播模式（单向传播、双向传播或对话传

播）？ 

9. 请问贵公司或（您自己）如何定义与消费者之间的社交媒体对话沟通？  

10. 请您举一到两个例子来展示贵公司与消费者在社交媒体上的对话沟通。贵公司通

常在什么时间，因什么缘由与消费者沟通？ 
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11. 您认为，沟通要满足什么条件才可以算作组织与消费者之间的对话沟通？与消费

者对话如何使贵公司受益？ 

12. 您认为，贵公司与消费者对话沟通是否也使消费者受益？如何受益？ 

13. 据我的观察，贵公司账号在 XXX平台上经常使用 XXX对话策略。您能否解释使

用这些策略的目标？您认为这些目标是否实现？ 

14. 贵公司通常通过什么线上渠道与消费者进行对话沟通？ 

15. 如果贵公司拥有国外社交媒体账号，与海外消费者的对话沟通是更加频繁，还是

更不频繁？为什么？ 

16. 您认为公司是否应该与消费者在线上进行对话沟通？为什么？ 

第四部分：模型改善 

17. 我们常说社交媒体用户寻求媒体内容来满足他们的需求，包括娱乐性、功能性或

社交性需求。贵公司主要希望通过社交媒体账号来满足消费者哪方面的需求？贵公

司提供什么样的社交媒体内容来满足消费者的这些需求？ 

18. 您认为，哪种社交媒体内容能够更多吸引消费者的关注，并使他们更加专注？ 

19. 您认为，哪种社交媒体内容能够使消费者获得更加愉悦和激情的体验？ 

20. 您认为，哪种社交媒体内容能够提升消费者粘性，获得更积极的公众反馈（例如

点赞、转发、评论）？ 

21. 您认为，在社交媒体上进行对话沟通能够改善上面所说的这些消费者卷入度吗？

如何改善？ 

22. 根据您的经验，还有什么社交媒体传播策略能够改善上述这些消费者卷入度？  

23. 根据您的经验，您如何判断您与消费者间是否存在对话沟通，如何测量对话的效

果？ 
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Interview Protocol for Consumers 

Section 1: The Grand-Tour Questions 

1. Could you tell me your age, occupation, and education? 

2. Which social media platform(s) do you frequently visit? How much time, on average, do 

you spend on the platform(s) every day? 

3. From time to time, we may need to communicate with a brand/company. On what 

occasions do you communicate with a brand/company? Through which channels [e.g., 

phone, social media (inform all the social media platforms), websites, on retail shops)? 

4. Please tell me the brands’/companies’ accounts (up to 5) you are following on each social 

media platform. Which brand/company do you most frequently interact with and why?  

Section 2: Dialogic communication in China 

5. We would describe a public-organization dialogue as a mutual and open communication 

between an organization and its consumers to bring about mutually beneficial 

relationships. Please give me an example when a brand or company you’re following in 

social media tried to initiate dialogic communicatioin with you. 

6. Thank you. Now can you tell me another experience when you actually had dialogic 

communication with a brand or a company you’re following in social media. 

7. On what occasions would you like to have dialogic communication with a brand/company? 

[ask the participant to report ALL the occasions s/he can think of]  

8. If you like to form “a dialogue” with a brand in social media, what do you expect to see 

in the online communication to call it dialogic communication? Why? [If the interviewee 

does not know how to answer the question, probe by providing examples, e.g., to 
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communicate on an equal ground, listening to your questions, answering questions in a 

timely manner, etc.]   

9. Please recall a dialogue you conducted with a brand before. What does a dialogue with a 

brand benefit you? Why? If you found having a dialogue is not beneficial, why not? 

10. How, if at all, does having a dialogue with a brand/company influence the relationship 

between you and the brand/company?  

Section 3: Social media engagement 

11. Of the brands or companies that you follow, which of their social media accounts 

have you visited most frequently in the past 3 months?  

12. Which is the most frequent way by which you interact with a brand/company? Do you 

most often hit likes, share it, or leave your comments? 

13. What about a brand social media account motivates your frequent visits to the account? 

14. What about a brand social media account prolongs your visit to the account? 

15. Of the brands and companies that you follow in social media, which of their posts 

most often attracts your attention? Why? Which brand’s or company’s posts absorb 

you the most? Why? 

16. Of the brands and companies that you follow in social media, which of their posts 

most often triggers your enjoyment and enthusiasm? What are the characteristics of 

those posts that trigger your enjoyment and enthusiasm? 

17. Which brand’s or company’s posts do you most often “like” in social media? Which 

brand’s or company’s posts do you most often forward to others? Which brand’s or 

company’s posts do you most often comment on? 
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Section 4: Model refinement 

18. How, if at all, would your dialogue with a brand or company influence the way that you 

interact with it? Do you interact more with a brand/company which you frequently have a 

dialogue with? 

19. Are you more likely to pay more attention to think about a brand’s message if the brand 

or company takes a dialogic approach whenever it communicates with you on its social 

media platforms? If yes, why? If no, why not? 

20. Are you more likely to become emotionally attached to a brand or company if it takes a 

dialogic approach whenever it communicates with you on social media platforms? If yes, 

why? If no, why not? 

21. Are you more likely to take action (e.g., like, share, comment) to a brand’s or company’s 

message if the brand or company takes a dialogic approach whenever it communicates with 

you on social media platforms? If yes, why? If no, why not? 

22. You mentioned that you follow the accounts of XXX, XXX, and XXX in social media. 

Regarding XXX brand, what gratified values do you usually seek from its account - 

hedonic, functional, or social? Why? How about XXX account?  

23. How would you prioritize the importance of each gratification in relation to your 

communication with brands in social media? 

24. How does [XXX gratification] affect your intention to [pay more attention to a brand’s 

message/emotionally attach to the brand account/take action to a brand’s or a company’s 

message]? Why? 

25. Based on your experience, what other factors drive your attention/emotional 
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attachment/action to posts on a brand’s or a company’s social media platforms?
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Interview Protocol for Consumers 

第一部分：资本资料 

1. 能否告诉我您的年龄，职业，和教育经历？ 

2. 您通常访问哪个社交媒体平台？每天平均花在这个平台上的时间大概有多长？ 

3. 很多人可能时不时会与一个品牌或公司进行沟通。您在什么情况下会与一个品

牌或公司沟通？通过什么渠道 [例如，电话，社交媒体（列举所有社交媒体渠

道），网页，或零售店]？ 

4. 能否告诉我您在每个社交媒体平台上关注的品牌或公司账号（最多 5 个）？您

最常与其中的哪个品牌或公司互动？为什么？ 

第二部分：对话交流在中国 

5. 我们将组织与公众间的对话沟通描述为组织和公众间双向、开放的传播，其目的

是为了建立双向互利的关系。请您给我举一个这样的例子：您在社交媒体上关注

的品牌/公司尝试与您进行对话沟通。 

6. 谢谢。那您是否能跟我分享一个您与社交媒体上关注的品牌或公司实际进行了对

话沟通的例子？ 

7. 您在什么情况下会想与品牌/公司进行对话沟通？[请列举您能想到的所有情况] 

8. 如果您想与品牌/公司进行对话沟通，那您认为您与品牌/公司的线上沟通要满足什

么条件，才能算是对话沟通呢？[如果受访者不知道如何回答，便举一些例子帮助

对方思考。例如，双方平等交流、公司认真倾听您的问题、及时回复等] 

9. 请您回想曾经与一个品牌/公司进行的对话沟通。您认为与这次对话交流是否使您

受益？为什么？  

10. 您认为对话沟通是否影响您与该品牌/公司的关系？如何影响？ 
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第三部分：社交媒体卷入度 

11. 在您关注的所有品牌/公司中，哪个公司的社交媒体账号是您过去三个月内最常

访问的？ 

12. 您与品牌/公司最经常使用的互动方式是什么？您是最经常点赞，转发，还是评

论？ 

13. 品牌/公司账号的哪些特质能让您频繁访问？  

14. 品牌/公司账号的哪些特质能延长您的访问时间？  

15. 在您关注的品牌/公司中，哪些品牌/公司帖子能吸引您的注意？为什么？或者激

情？哪些品牌/公司的帖子最能让您沉浸其中？为什么？ 

16. 在您关注的品牌/公司中，哪些品牌/公司帖子能让您体会到快乐或激情？它们的

哪些特质让您有这样的体会？ 

17. 您经常给哪个公司的帖子点赞？经常转发哪个公司的帖子？经常评论哪个公司的

帖子？ 

第四部分：模型改善 

18. 您与某个公司的对话沟通是否会影响您与它互动的方式？对于那些经常与您对话

公司，您是否会有更多回应？ 

19. 如果品牌/公司与您在社交媒体平台上的沟通都是以对话的方式进行，您是否会

对品牌的信息给予更多关注？为什么？ 

20. 如果品牌/公司与您在社交媒体平台上的沟通都是以对话的方式进行，您是否会

与其建立更多的感情联结？为什么？ 

21. 如果品牌/公司与您在社交媒体平台上的沟通都是以对话的方式进行，您是否会

更倾向于采取行动（例如点赞、转发、评论）？为什么？ 
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22. 您提到您在社交媒体上关注了 XXX、XXX 和 XXX 品牌/公司。拿 XXX 品牌/公

司来说，您访问其账号是为了寻求哪方面的需求满足？娱乐性、功能性还是社交

性呢？那 XXX 品牌/公司呢？ 

23. 您认为，在您与品牌/公司的社交媒体沟通中，哪种需求得到满足是最重要的？ 

24. [XXX需求的满足]是否影响您[对品牌/公司信息给予关注/对品牌/公司账号的情感

联结/给品牌/公司的帖子点赞转发评论等行为]？为什么？ 

25. 根据您的经验，有什么其他的因素影响您对一个品牌/公司的社交媒体账号的关

注程度/情感联结/点赞转发评论等行为？ 
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Appendix B. Survey Questionnaire (English and Simplified Chinese) 

 

 

Hong Kong Baptist University 

 [Communicating and Engaging with Consumers in China’s Social Media: 

A Dialogic Communication Approach] 

 

[Purpose] You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study 

is to study whether and how corporates’ dialogic communication improves public 

engagement on Chinese social media platforms. This study would provide theoretical 

contributions to literatures on public relations and practical contributions on 

organizations’ social media communication strategies. 

 

[Participants’ rights] All information provided will be kept in strict confidential. 

Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate without 

penalty. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time 

without penalty and without loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. If 

you withdraw from the study before data collection is completed your data will be 

returned to you or destroyed. 

 

[Contact] If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you 

may contact Qiongyao Huang, Email: 17481511@life.hkbu.edu.hk. If you feel you 

have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a 

participant in research have been violated during the course of this project, you may 
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contact the Committee on the Use of Human and Animal Subjects in Teaching and 

Research by email at hkbu_rec@hkbu.edu.hk or by mail to Graduate School, Hong 

Kong Baptist University, Kowloon Tong, Hong Kong. 

 

I have read and understand the above information. I agree to participate in this 

study. 

A. Yes, please proceed. 

B. No, I choose to quit. 

Note: Please read and answer each question carefully because not all items are 

worded in the same direction. 

 

香港浸会大学 

[中国品牌的对话沟通与社交媒体策略研究] 

[目的]我们诚挚邀请您参与一项研究。这项研究的目的是探讨品牌在社交媒体

上应如何与顾客进行对话。本研究将帮助中国品牌改善其社交媒体沟通策略。 

[受访者权益]您提供的所有信息将被严格保密。您可以选择自愿参与研究，也

可以选择不参与。如果您决定参加本项研究，您可以在任何时候退出本项研究

并且不受处罚，也不损失您本应享有的利益。如果您在数据采集完成之前退出

研究，您的数据将被销毁。 

[联系]如果您在任何时候对本项研究和研究过程有任何疑问，可以联系香港浸

会大学传理与影视学院博士生黄琼瑶，邮箱地址：

17481511@life.hkbu.edu.hk。如果您认为在项目过程中您没有根据所述条款被

mailto:17481511@life.hkbu.edu.hk
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对待，或是在项目过程中您作为受访者的权益被侵犯，您可以通过电邮联系香

港浸会大学研究伦理委员会 hkbu_rec@hkbu.edu.hk 或寄邮件至香港九龙塘香港

浸会大学研究生院。 

请确认: 

我已经阅读以上所有信息，我同意参与本项研究。 

A.是，我要继续 

B.否，我想退出 

注:问卷中设置了反向问题，回答前请认真阅读每一道题。 

 

Do you follow or subscribe to any brand’s account on a social media platform (Weibo, 

WeChat, Douyin, etc.)? 

A. Yes B. No C. I don’t recall. 

(Filtering question: If B or C, forced to exit.) 

您在社交媒体(如微博、微信、抖音等)上，是否有关注任何一个品牌的官方账

号（点击了“关注”按钮，会定期接收该账号的更新）? 

A.是  B.否  C.不记得  

(筛选问题: 如选 B 或 C, 将退出问卷) 

 

Which brand’s account do you follow or subscribe to? If you follow or subscribe to 

multiple brands’ accounts, then please write the brand that you interact with most 

often.  

您关注的是哪个品牌?如果关注了多个品牌，请写出您互动最频繁的那个。 
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On which social media platform do you most often visit the brand’s account? (Choose 

one. If you follow the brand on multiple social media platforms, then please choose 

the social media platform that you most often visit to access the brand.) 

A.Weibo B.WeChat C. Douyin D. Little Red Book E. Zhihu F. Bilibili.com  

G. Other___________ 

您最常访问的是该品牌在哪个社交媒体平台上的官方账号? (请选择一项。如有

多个，选择您访问最频繁的平台。) 

A.微博  B.微信  C.抖音  D.小红书  E.知乎  F.B站  G.其他 

 

Have you ever purchased the brand’s products or services? (Please choose one.) 

A. I have.  

B. I have not, but I intend to purchase the brand’s products or services in the next 12 

months. 

C. I have not, and I have no intention to purchase the brand’s products or services. 

(Filtering question: If C, forced to exit) 

您是否购买过该品牌的商品或服务？(请选择一项) 

A. 曾经购买过  

B. 未购买过，但在未来一年内有购买意向 

C. 未购买过，也没有购买意向 

(筛选问题: 如选 B 或 C, 将退出问卷) 
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To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

(1: Strongly disagree 2: Disagree 3: Neutral 4: Agree 5: Strongly agree) 

Utilitarian-usefulness 

• The brand’s social media account offers convenient in- and after-sale services. 

• 该品牌的社交媒体账号能够提供更方便的消费、售后等服务。 

• The brand’s social media account pushes too much useless information (R). 

• 该品牌的社交媒体账号无用推送很多，比较浪费时间(R)。 

• The brand’s social media account offers many benefits like coupons, vouchers 

and gifts. 

• 该品牌的社交媒体账号有很多折扣、代金券、奖品等福利可以领取。 

 

Utilitarian-immediate access 

• The brand’s social media account allows me to obtain brand information (e.g., 

new arrivals, company trends) more easily and quickly. 

• 该品牌的社交媒体账号能帮助我第一时间获取品牌资讯（如新品、公司动

态、招聘和其他信息）。 

• The brand’s social media account allows me to contact with the brand more easily 

and quickly. 

• 该品牌的社交媒体账号让我能更方便、更及时地联系品牌方。 

• The brand responds in a timely manner on its social media account. 

• 通过社交媒体账号联系该品牌，通常能很快得到回应。 
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Hedonic-Stylishness  

• I don’t want others to know that I am following or subscribing the brand’s social 

media account (R). 

• 我不想让人知道我关注了该品牌的社交媒体账号(R)。 

• Following or subscribing the brand’s social media account oozes my good taste. 

• 关注该品牌的社交媒体账号能够彰显我的品味。 

 

Hedonic-Escape 

• Visiting the brand’s social media account helps release my stress. 

• 访问该品牌的社交媒体账号能起到减压的作用。 

• The brand’s social media account is a good time killer when I feel bored. 

• 在我感觉无聊的时候，访问该品牌的社交媒体账号可以打发时间。 

 

Hedonic-Leisure 

• The brand’s social media content is fun, and I enjoy reading or watching it. 

• 该品牌的社交媒体账号内容很有意思，我喜欢看。 

• The brand’s social media content constantly organizes fun activities. 

• 该品牌的社交媒体账号会举办很多有趣的活动。 

 

Social gratification 

• The brand’s social media account feels like a friend of mine. 

• 该品牌的社交媒体账号就像我的朋友一样。 
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• The brand’s social media account allows me to make friends with other brand 

users. 

• 该品牌的社交媒体账号让我能够与品牌的其他用户交朋友 

• The brand’s social media account allows me to have more common topics with 

my friends. 

• 关注该品牌的社交账号让我与我的朋友有更多共同话题。 

 

Chinese corporation–consumer dialogic communication 

关于该品牌的社交媒体账号，你是否同意以下说法？ 

(1: 非常不赞同 2: 不赞同 3: 中立 4: 赞同 5: 非常赞同 6:不知道) 

• The brand has provided its contact info in social media, like phone number, 

address, or official website. 

• 该品牌在社交媒体上提供了自己的联系方式，如电话、地址、官方网址等。 

• The brand constantly updates information on its social media account. 

• 该品牌社交媒体账号会定期更新。 

• The brand seldom posts news, tends and information about the brand (R). 

• 该品牌很少在社交媒体上发布品牌新闻、动态和最新资讯(R)。 

• The brand constantly replies to its social media messages, like providing 

additional information, self-depreciating, or leading discussions. 

• 该品牌在社交媒体上会回复自己发布的内容，例如在评论区补充相关信息、

自我评价或调侃、或提出话题引导讨论。 

• The brand communicates with me or other users in a equal manner. 
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• 该品牌会用平等的态度与我在其社交媒体账号上对话。 

• The brand communicates with me or other users in a dialogic manner. 

• 该品牌在社交媒体账号上经常会以对话的方式与我和其他用户交流。 

• The brand often posts sequentially organized answers in response to my or other 

users’ comments, such as FAQs, tips, or questions/answers. 

• 该品牌在社交媒体账号上经常会以常见问题解答（FAQ）、实用小贴士、答

疑等方式对我和其他用户关心的问题进行说明、解答。 

• The brand constantly replies to my or other users’ comments or questions in its 

posts. 

• 该品牌在社交媒体账号上或在直播间里经常回复我和其他用户的留言、评

论。 

• The brand responds to users’ comments and private messages in a timely manner. 

• 该品牌在社交媒体账号上回复留言、评论非常及时。 

• The brand shows empathy and understanding for users’ positions and needs in 

communication. 

• 该品牌在社交媒体账号上回复我的问题或评论时，会倾听和理解我的立场

与需求。 

• The brand often interacts with me or other users by mentioning, reposting, or 

duetting. 

• 该品牌在社交媒体账号上经常通过@、转发、合拍视频、一起直播等方式与

我或其他用户互动。 

• The brand often invites or encourages me or other users to interact with them by 
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commenting or replying. 

• 该品牌在社交媒体账号上经常邀请、鼓励我和其他用户给他们留言评论、

投票、参与活动或以其他方式互动。 

• The brand replies to my messages in social media in a timely manner. 

• 我与该品牌进行在线一对一交流（如通过微博私信、客服 QQ 等）时，能很

快收到回复（自动回复除外）。 

• The brand includes additional meaningful and useful information or external 

resources such as images, videos links or files in its conversation with me or other 

users to facilitate the communication. 

• 我与该品牌进行在线交流时，品牌会在适当时向我提供多媒体内容（例如

图片、视频）帮助我与他们有效交流。 

• The brand properly solves my problems with courtesy, especially in response to 

complaints. 

• 我向品牌反馈问题时，品牌一般能够进行良好沟通或妥善解决问题。 

Social presence 

• The brand account builds up a public persona by assigning a nickname or an icon 

to itself. 

• 该品牌社交媒体账号会通过昵称、卡通形象等方式来塑造人设。 

• The brand account communicates with a sense of human contact. 

• 与此公司社交媒体账号沟通时有真人交流的感觉。 

• The brand account communicates with communicative conventions like 

greetings, emojis and memes. 
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• 此公司社交媒体账号会用一些人际交流技巧（例如问候语、表情包）进行沟

通。 

• Overall, the brand account often interacts with the public in social media. 

• 总体来说，该品牌在社交媒体上积极与大众进行互动。 

• Overall, the brand account communicates with a sense of human warmth and 

sensitivity. 

• 总体来说，此公司社交媒体账号沟通时有温度、有人情味。 

 

Cognitive engagement 

• I would stay for a long time while browsing the brand social media account I use. 

• 该品牌的社交媒体账号总让我看着就停不下来了。 

• Usually I don’t visit the brand’s social media page proactively (R). 

• 我一般不会主动点开该品牌的社交媒体主页来查看它的动态(R)。 

• I don’t want to miss any updates of the brand social media account. 

• 该品牌社交媒体账号发布的每一条内容我都不想错过。 

 

Behavioral engagement 

• I often respond to the content (like, share, or comment) on the branded social 

media account. 

• 我时常给该品牌社交账号发布的内容点赞、 转发或评论。 

• I often participate in online and/or offline events hosted by the brand. 

• 我时常参与该品牌社交账号举办的线上、线下活动。 
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• I have joined a group chat operated by the brand. 

• 我加入了该品牌的线上粉丝群。 

 

Emotional engagement 

• Browsing the brand social media account has become part of my daily life. 

• 对我来说，看该品牌社交媒体账号发布的内容已经成为我日常生活的一部

分。 

• I have a sense of identification to the brand social media account. 

• 我对该品牌社交媒体账号的内容或其社群有认同感。 

• I enjoy browsing the brand social media account. It makes me pleased or 

satisfied. 

• 我很喜欢看该品牌社交媒体账号发布的内容，看完会感到愉悦或满足。 

• I will defend the brand in social media when it was criticized or defamed by other 

users. 

• 如果看到其他在用户在社交媒体上抨击、抹黑该品牌，我会为品牌辩护或回

击。 

 

Consumer–brand identification 

• I am very fond of the brand’s products or services. 

• 我非常喜欢该品牌的产品或服务。 

• I identify strongly with the brand’s values. 

• 我非常认同该品牌的价值观。 
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• The brand has a great deal of personal meaning for me. 

• 该品牌对我有重要的个人意义。 

• Overall, I have a strong identification with the brand. 

• 总体而言，我对该品牌的认同感很强。 

 

Control: general social media use 

• Overall, how many hours do you spend on social media platforms (like Weibo, 

WeChat, Douyin etc.) on a daily basis? ____________ hours 

• 总体而言，您平均每天花在各类社交媒体平台（如微博、微信、抖音等）

上的时间有多长？____________ 小时 

 

Control: demographics 

• Gender: A. Male B.  Female C. Other 

• 性别：A.男 B.女 C.其他 

• Age___________ 

• 年龄：_________ 

• Education: A. Senior high or under B. Junior college C. Bachelor D. Postgraduate 

• 受教育程度：A.高中或以下 B.大学专科 C.大学本科 D.硕士或以上 
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