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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic catalyzes new opportunities for CSR development, and companies in both China and the US, the
two largest economies severely impacted by the pandemic, are seeking innovative ways to engage with publics on social
media through CSR communication. This study draws on the care ethics theory to examine different manifestations of care
values in corporations’ CSR messages and their relationships with publics’ behavioral and emotional engagement on social
media. A quantitative content analysis of Weibo and Twitter posts from Fortune 500 companies in China (n=30) and the
United States (n=30), respectively, revealed that companies in both countries employ multifaceted care-based CSR messages,
but in distinct ways and with varying types and levels of public engagement on social media. We interpreted the differences
from institutional, cultural, and relational perspectives. The results of this research add to theorizing CSR communication
from a feminist ethical viewpoint and with contextualized interpretations. Our findings also guide post-pandemic CSR com-
munication development, particularly relevant to public relations practitioners in the Chinese and US markets.

Keywords Ethics of care - Corporate social responsibility (CSR) communication - Social media - Public engagement -
China - United States

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has been sweeping the world since
2020, posing unprecedented challenges to all aspects of
society and serving as a potential catalyst to rethink “newly
emerging and still amorphous responsibilities” of business
in society (Uysal, 2022, p. 209). Companies are dancing in
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CSR during the pandemic is desperately needed to broaden
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the conceptualization of CSR and shed light on the new
possibilities that companies can make meaningful impacts
on stakeholders and society (Crane & Matten, 2020; He &
Harris, 2020).

Communication scholars argue that the existence, value,
and meaning of firms’ CSR rely on whether it is effectively
communicated to satisfy stakeholders’ needs and expecta-
tions for ethical businesses (Elving et al., 2015; Shumate
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& O’Connor, 2010). While CSR researchers continually
emphasize ethics as a prerequisite for CSR and a determi-
nant of stakeholder inclusion (Oruc & Sarikaya, 2011; Sila,
2022), ethics has rarely been explicitly studied and con-
ceptualized in CSR communication literature (Formentin
& Bortree, 2019). Admittedly, CSR and CSR communica-
tion can benefit from various ethical frameworks, such as
deontological ethics and virtue ethics (Chakrabarty & Erin
Bass, 2015; Shim et al., 2017; Schultz & Seele, 2020; Wen
& Song, 2017). This study defines CSR communication
as “a public relations function that privileges relationship
building” within the framework of care ethics (Formentin
& Bortree, 2019, p.3) to emphasize the particular setting
of a worldwide pandemic in which caring relationships are
encouraged (Branicki, 2020).

Care ethics, also known as the ethics of care, refers to a
feminist moral philosophy emphasizing relationship build-
ing, interconnectedness, mutuality, protection of vulner-
ability, and situational consideration in ethical deliberation
(Held, 2006; Tronto, 1998). A care-based CSR communica-
tion suggests that human flourishing, mutuality, and trust are
essential in stakeholder relationship building through CSR
activities (Formentin & Bortree, 2019; Harrison, 2021; Ihlen
& Heath, 2019). Care-based communication is also impor-
tant during crises to express corporate empathy, compas-
sion, and humanity, which stakeholders appreciate and can
improve stakeholder engagement (e.g., Branicki, 2020; Kong
& Belkin, 2021). This care-based concern resonates with the
pandemic when society is emotionally drained and expects
more genuine and authentic interactions with companies to
build long-term relationships (He & Harris, 2020). Addition-
ally, the multifaceted nature of CSR is widely recognized
(Dahlsrud, 2008). However, how care is manifested in CSR
messages remains largely unexplored empirically. In order to
progress toward a more contextualized conceptualization of
CSR, it is meaningful to investigate how CSR is communi-
cated in different societies with distinctive political and cul-
tural characteristics (Aguinis, 2011; Van Marrewijk, 2003).
Nevertheless, the contextualized understanding of CSR com-
munication during the COVID-19 pandemic is still limited.

To answer the call for more exploration of the chang-
ing dynamics of CSR under the impact of COVID-19 (He
& Harris, 2020), we use the ethics of care as a theoreti-
cal framework to guide the search for changing assump-
tions about CSR through a communication lens and from a
cross-national comparative view. Specifically, we examined
whether and how companies in China and the US, two cul-
turally distinct large economies severely impacted by the
pandemic, demonstrate care ethics in their CSR messages
on social media. Additionally, we examined the relationships
of various care-based CSR messages on public engagement
on social media. In particular, we focused on both behav-
ioral and emotional engagement as indicators of publics’
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different reactions to care-based CSR messages. Further-
more, we investigated how publics in China and US engage
differently with care-based CSR messages.

This study advances ethical CSR communication schol-
arship in three unique ways. First, this study advances CSR
communication research by proposing care ethics as a prom-
ising theoretical framework. Care ethics can lead the search
for more humanistic CSR communication practices that cor-
respond with the evolving public expectations for businesses
due to the pandemic. Second, the findings of this study jus-
tify the critical role of social media in care delivery and offer
an analytical tool for CSR through computer-mediated com-
munication by empirically testing the relationships between
the different manifestations of care in CSR messages and
both behavioral and emotional public engagement on social
media. Third, this research compares and contrasts the mani-
festations and the relationships between caring manifesta-
tions and public engagement on social media in China and
the US, offering contextualized and nuanced insights regard-
ing business communication efforts embracing ethical and
social responsibility values. Practically, these findings pro-
vide a path ahead for post-pandemic CSR development and
aid practitioners in being context-aware when integrating
care into public engagement via strategic CSR and social
media communication in a global market.

Literature Review
Care Ethics from A Communicative Perspective

A variety of theories of ethics have been studied in CSR
and CSR communication research, such as utilitarian eth-
ics, virtue ethics, and deontological ethics (Chakrabarty &
Erin Bass, 2015; Wen & Song, 2017). These ethical theo-
ries provide different angles to evaluate corporations’ moral
behaviors. Utilitarian ethics emphasizes the impacts and
consequences of CSR activities relevant to the company.
Arvidsson (2010) surveyed and interviewed management
teams of large listed corporations and found that investor
relations managers are driven by utilitarianism or conse-
quentialism to engage in CSR activities because CSR disclo-
sure responds to stakeholders’ needs and serves as a preven-
tive measure against potential adverse consequences such as
public skepticism, boycotts, and other unfavorable behaviors.
However, such moral deliberation in CSR communication is
warranted as a “somewhat deceptive balancing act” (Arvids-
son, 2010, p. 350) as it does not show corporations’ genuine
intentions of CSR in its pursuit of social betterment. Virtue
ethics, derived from Aristotle’s moral philosophy, suggests
that CSR communication is driven by the moral characters
of an organization or individuals within the organization
(Chakrabarty & Erin Bass, 2015; Schultz & Seele, 2020).
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CSR communication is viewed as virtuous when it is aligned
with corporate characters and identities. Virtue Ethics,
being centered around character, frequently faces criticism
for its idealistic nature and potential individual biases in
acting virtually (Schultz & Seele, 2020). In addition, the
virtual identity of a firm is difficult to access because cor-
porate identity is heterogenous and complicated, involving
diverse values, attributes, and characteristics of leaders and
employees (Van de Ven, 2008). Deontological ethics, which
originates from Kantian moral philosophy, gives precedence
to ethical actions that align with rules, regulations, laws,
and norms (Chakrabarty & Erin Bass, 2015). It supports
the altruistic intentions of CSR and ensures the consistency
of CSR communication (Bowen et al., 2017; Shim & Kim,
2021). Nevertheless, due to the complex nature of CSR and
its implementation across diverse social, cultural, and insti-
tutional contexts, achieving such ethical absolutism can be
impractical (Schultz & Seele, 2020).

In recent years, the ethics of care has emerged as an alter-
native moral guideline for corporate communication. The
ethics of care, also known as care ethics, was officially estab-
lished by Carol Gilligan in her work In a Different Voice
(1982), which differentiated females’ moral reasoning pro-
cess from males. Ethics of care propose a feminist approach
to a normative moral theory originally dominated by male
voices (Branicki, 2020; Held, 2006, Steiner, 2009). The the-
ory posits that care is the foundation of moral judgment and
behavior, emphasizing connections, interdependence, mutu-
ality, responsiveness, and vulnerability concerns in ethical
deliberations. Unlike rule-based and universal morality, the
ethics of care prioritizes the situational needs for care and
emphasizes compassion, empathy, and emotion in moral
decisions (Fraustino & Kennedy, 2018; Gilligan, 1982; Held,
2006). The ethics of care is analogized to mother—child
affinities, showing a robust relational ontology in defining
moral agents (Petterson, 2011). Despite its feminist roots,
care ethics should not be limited to gendered ethics but
should be applied to various broader societal circumstances.
According to Tronto (1993), everyone may benefit from a
caring approach since care ethics analyzes the real-world
environment that determines relationships. Robinson (1999)
suggests that care is associated with environment and social
connections, which should not be narrowed to individuals’
psychological disposition. Furthermore, previous research
indicated that care values are less gender-specific but more
culture-specific, indicating the need to explore variant care
ethics in globalization (Vikan et al., 2005).

The ethics of care has gauged interdisciplinary research
interests from fields such as healthcare and medical service
(Hem et al., 2018), education (Owens & Ennis, 2005), social
work (Dybicz, 2012), management (Sila, 2022), and public
affairs (Sevenhuijsen, 2003). Although these studies show
vast and diversified connotations of care, a consensus is that

the caring process cannot be completed without proper and
efficient communication with the intended audience (Dong
& Morehouse, 2022). Communication is an integral part of
care ethics delivery as it bridges the caregivers and care
receivers and facilitates the transfer of caring values and
practices between them (Held, 2006). While the ethics of
care has rarely been explicitly conceptualized in commu-
nication theories, communication scholars have incorpo-
rated care values and practices into various contexts where
organizations are perceived as primary caregivers and caring
communicators.

It is important to note that CSR communication can be
conveyed through various forms and channels, including but
not limited to CSR reports, annual reports, corporate-owned
websites and social media platforms, news releases, and
campaigns. Many of these CSR communication activities
are managed by public relations practices (Bartlett, 2011).
In public relations literature, care is emphasized as an impor-
tant ethical consideration that informs dialogue, two-way
communication, and organization-public relationship man-
agement. The dialogic approach indicates caring and human
flourishing as it facilitates a negotiated exchange of ideas
and opinions (Kent & Taylor, 1998) and “ethical give-and-
take” between organizations and publics (Lee et al., 2014,
p. 157). Many studies found that social media platforms like
Facebook and Twitter offer various interactive tools that can
enhance dialogues with stakeholders and humanize organi-
zations by building relationships with organizations at a
personal level (Lee et al., 2014; Men & Tsai, 2012; Wang
& Yang, 2020). Dong and Morehouse (2022) interviewed
local government communicators and proposed a care-based
relationship cultivation model that explicitly theorizes care
as a moral significance for organization-public relationships
(Browning & Yang, 2022).

Business ethics research has applied the ethics of care
to improving internal communication and employee
engagement (Cludts, 1999; Kong & Belkin, 2021; Lemon
& Boman, 2022; Paillé et al., 2016). Nicholson & Kurucz
(2019) incorporated the ethics of care in relational leader-
ship development, suggesting that leaders play the role of
“a meaning enabler, change agent, coach, and architect” (p.
31) through co-created dialogues and conversations with
employees. Jammaers (2022) used the ethics of care to guide
ethical HR practices for disability inclusion. Focusing on
corporations’ ethical discourses, Hoover and Pepper (2015)
investigated the ethical statements of the “100 Best Compa-
nies to Work For” and found that language stressing differ-
ent points of view, emotional appeals, relationships, and the
human condition represented care ethics.

COVID-19 provides a unique context that can amplify
the value of care-based, relational communication (Uysal,
2022). Many studies have shown the value of care in dealing
with sensitive and emotionally charged issues, such as aging
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(Lloyd, 2010), disease (Evans & Thomas, 2009), and family
violence (Held, 2010). COVID-19 is one of the deadliest
public health outbreaks in history, which has a long-lasting
impact on people’s mental health due to multiple stressor
factors, such as loneliness, isolation, fear of infection, and
grief. Statistics show that global anxiety and depression
surged by 25% in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic
(WHO, 2022), suggesting a greater societal need for care
and support.

As Branicki (2020) suggested, traditional crisis manage-
ment may not apply to COVID-19 due to the long-run cri-
sis impact and complexity in the crisis context. In contrast,
feminist ethics has more practical advantages to managing
socially disruptive extremes because it highlights the web
of interpersonal connections, diversified and customized
needs, and ongoing attention to relationships (Branicki,
2020). Relationships, humanity, and human flourishing are
particularly relevant to crisis management (Simola, 2003).
Many empirical studies have demonstrated that during the
pandemic, showing care, empathy, and compassion in inter-
nal communication is vital to satisfying employees’ psycho-
logical needs and improving engagement (Kong & Belkin,
2021; Men et al., 2022; Tao et al., 2022).

Taken together, the existing communication literature
emphasizing care ethics or a caring approach offers three
key insights into communicative care ethics: (1) care ethics
is communicable and can be inferred from an organization’s
messages and relational strategies; (2) social media can be a
promising channel to deliver organizations’ care-expressing
communication, and (3) care is of practical importance to
crisis communication.

CSR Communication

CSR can be understood as the ethical use of corporate
resources to benefit communities, the environment, and soci-
ety (DiStaso & Bortree, 2014). From a stakeholder theory
perspective, CSR concerns businesses’ quality relationships
with diverse stakeholders, such as employees, customers,
investors, and local communities, implying that corpora-
tions have a fundamental moral obligation to be caregivers
(Engster, 2011). André (2016) suggests that care ethics is an
important prerequisite for stakeholder inclusion and influ-
ences CSR perceptions. Freeman and Liedtka (1991) also
argued that CSR needs to be reconceptualized through the
care lens as it allows companies to become places where
individuals can engage in caring activities to receive mutual
support and achieve personal accomplishment. Emerging
studies have begun to examine CSR through the feminist
view, suggesting care ethics offer a normative perspective
to assess CSR values and practices (Formentin & Bortree,
2019; Harrison, 2021; Lantos, 2002). Lantos (2002) argued
that care is an essential indicator of altruistic CSR, showing
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that companies are genuinely concerned about a wide range
of stakeholders’ benefits. Despite the inherent connection
between CSR and care ethics (Freeman & Liedtka, 1991),
care ethics has received inadequate scholarly attention in
CSR communication research.

CSR communication generally refers to any communica-
tion effort designed and distributed by a company about its
CSR endeavors (Morsing, 2006). While companies engage
in various CSR activities, they consistently struggle with
delivering the CSR efforts to the intended audience and jus-
tifying their legitimacy, making effective communication the
key to CSR success (Du et al., 2010). Current CSR commu-
nication scholarship can be generally categorized into either
an instrumental approach or a constitutive (Crane & Glozer,
2016; Golob et al., 2013; Schoeneborn & Trittin, 2013). The
instrumental approach is grounded in marketing and man-
agement literature, treating CSR communication as a strate-
gic tool to help achieve organizational goals or benefits, such
as reputation management, employee engagement, or con-
sumers’ purchase intention (e.g., Du et al., 2010; Porter &
Kramer, 2006). The constitutive approach argues that CSR
communication should be a dialogic, negotiated, sensemak-
ing, and relationship-building process where both organiza-
tions and stakeholders co-create the meaning of CSR rather
than using CSR communication to achieve managerial con-
trol, consistency, and consensus (Schultz et al., 2013).

Although the two approaches reflect opposing epistemo-
logical perspectives, they are not mutually incompatible.
In the realm of public relations, their lines are becoming
more blurred. CSR communication scholarship is fruitful
and heterogeneous, given its interdisciplinary nature. Public
relations, along with marketing, advertising, management,
and others, is one of the fields that contribute to the knowl-
edge of CSR communication (Thlen et al., 2011; Golob et al.,
2013; Ji et al., 2021). In contrast to business scholars, pub-
lic relations scholarship emphasizes the interaction between
businesses and publics and highlights public engagement
as a positive consequence of CSR communication rather
than economic-oriented outcomes, such as financial returns
(Bartlett, 2011).

As CSR continues to grow as an institutional norm, it
demands companies to meet stakeholder pressures and cre-
ate shared-social values. Kim (2022) describes the conver-
gence of instrumental and normative CSR approaches as
“the hybrid instrumental approach,” which is natural and
perhaps inevitable in the practice of public relations (p. 15).
The hybrid instrumental approach focuses on relationship-
based and stakeholder-focused variables as the optimal out-
comes of CSR communication, such as stakeholder feedback
and dialogue (Kent & Taylor, 2016), public engagement
(Hung-Baesecke et al., 2016), and organization-public rela-
tionship quality (Lee et al., 2019; Lim & Jiang, 2021). These
outcomes show both organization-centric and public-centric
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perspectives in defining the strategic value of CSR com-
munication. The integration of instrumental and constitu-
tive approaches is increasingly evidenced in public relations
scholarship. For example, based on the expectancy violation
theory, Kim (2019) proposed and empirically tested the CSR
communication process model, which explicates the impacts
of different CSR communication strategies (i.e., transpar-
ency, informativeness, consistency, personal relevance, and
message tone) on corporate reputation. This model repre-
sents the hybrid instrumental approach because while it
treats corporate reputation as the optimal outcome, a great
emphasis was placed on the importance of public pressure
and expectation in constructing strategic and ethical CSR
communication strategies.

Conceptualizing Care-Based CSR Communication

Guided by the hybrid instrumental approach (Kim, 2022),
we argue that the ethics of care provides a valuable norma-
tive framework to challenge companies to perform strategic
CSR communication more ethically. CSR communication
is not an arbitrary decision but represents organizations’
deliberate efforts in building relationships and engaging
with stakeholders (Kim, 2019; O’Riordan & Fairbrass,
2014; Yang & Ji, 2019). Care ethics and CSR share common
ground in stakeholder relationship management, serving as
a conduit for building responsible and meaningful relation-
ships between businesses and communities (Formentin &
Bortree, 2019). Thus, CSR communication can be under-
stood as a function of ethical relationship-building with
stakeholders (Formentin & Bortree, 2019). Admittedly, due
to information asymmetry, publics and stakeholders may be
unable to discern corporate motives solely based on the CSR
messages disclosed. However, they can assess whether and
how care ethics are expressed in CSR messages and use this
information to infer corporate intentions, form corporate-
related perceptions, and engage with CSR communication.
Thus, identifying the manifestations of care in CSR mes-
sages is an essential first step to developing care-based CSR
communication.

The current CSR communication scholarship offers lim-
ited knowledge of the typology of care. Focusing on CSR
partnership management, Formentin and Bortree (2019)
found that care values and practices manifested as trust,
mutual concerns, human flourishing, and responsiveness are
privileged by nonprofits when building relationships with
sports organization partners. Harrison (2021) studied how
corporations disclose charitable partnerships on websites
and found that firms failed to balance charities’ interests by
giving them deserved visibility and credibility. These stud-
ies have offered meaningful interpretations of care in the
context of CSR communication. However, the manifesta-
tions of care have not been clearly identified at the message

level. More empirical evidence is still necessary to further
explore the demonstration of care and the impacts of care-
based CSR messages through social media communication.
As Petterson (2011) suggested, the interplay of context and
value contributes to the development of care ethics, which
helps overcome empirical challenges and balance the mer-
its of contextualized and universal perspectives. Thus, it is
critical to investigate care ethics within a particular context
to establish a connection between philosophical assump-
tions about care values and practical and effective caring
activities (Branicki, 2020). While insufficient attention has
been given to ethics and its role in CSR communication,
we seek to synthesize scholarship on the classic theory of
care ethics, CSR, and public relations, with a focus on the
COVID-19 pandemic, to assist in theorizing care-based CSR
communication.

Attentiveness

Attentiveness is defined as the act of placing oneself in the
shoes of another, implying that caring for someone requires
an understanding of the whole person via listening in order
to adequately meet their needs (Bozalek et al., 2014; Tronto,
1993). Tronto (1993, 1998) characterized attentiveness as
care about, the first phase in the caring process, demonstrat-
ing that a caregiver perceives the need for care exists. Atten-
tiveness mirrors the stakeholder approach of CSR, which
emphasizes that businesses should go beyond their own
interests to address the needs of stakeholders (Jamali, 2008).
It also reflects organizations’ sensitivity to the external envi-
ronment and the ability to effectively internalize the obser-
vation to make ethical and socially responsible decisions
(Dawson, 2018). As stakeholders adapt to a new way of life
and work during the pandemic, attentiveness is a critical sign
of firms’ care, as it can be executed through communication
by actively detecting stakeholders’ situational demands in
order to create novel CSR activities.

Responsibility

Responsibility is what Tronto (1993) referred to as “car-
ing for” (p. 34), suggesting that a qualified caregiver should
acknowledge their moral duties in addressing the identified
needs. Responsibility shows an organization’s commitment
to providing caring practices, but it allows flexibility in nego-
tiating activities necessary to satisfy specified requirements,
showing situational variances (Bozalek et al., 2014). The
responsibility principle pushes companies to acknowledge
their CSR plans publicly. Past research found that companies
show responsibility via CSR communication by disclosing
their inputs and results from CSR initiatives, eliciting more
positive responses from the public on social media (Ju et al.,
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2021). COVID-19 was unexpected and disruptive, and both
the general public and companies were unprepared for the
outbreak (Branicki, 2020). As a result, it is essential to estab-
lish caring manifestations of organizations by conveying the
information about which social responsibilities are recog-
nized and assigned personnel to help stakeholders navigate
through the uncertain environment.

Competence

While responsibility focuses on acknowledging moral
duties, competence emphasizes that the actual care practice
is properly done and needs for care are met (Tronto, 1993).
Good intentions drive caregiving, but they are not enough
for the care tasks to be successfully accomplished. In fact,
as Tronto (1998) argued, “competence is the moral dimen-
sion of caregiving. Incompetent care is not only a technical
problem, but a moral one” (p. 17). Several CSR communi-
cation studies (Kim, 2014a, 2014b; Kim & Rader, 2010)
treated corporate ability and CSR as two distinctive cor-
porate associations, showing different focuses in corporate
communication strategies. Corporate ability is corporate-
centric and is usually associated with a company’s capacity
and expertise relevant to its products and services. Whereas,
CSR communication focuses on noncommercial, society-
oriented contributions. Recent research, however, argues that
the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbates the tension between
the complex nature of stakeholders’ needs and the limited
resources and energy that businesses have to address these
needs efficiently. Thus, it is critical for businesses to develop
“strategic agility” and “dynamic capability" when commit-
ting to social responsibilities (Zhao, 2021, p. 8). From the
stakeholders’ perspective, communicating about competence
signifies the scope of companies’ CSR in terms of the actual
investment or performance related to the CSR claims. Such
proof matching companies’ talk and walk is critical to set
realistic stakeholder expectations for CSR and building trust
relationships between companies and stakeholders (Zhou &
Dong, 2021).

Responsiveness

Responsiveness is labeled as the last stage of Tronto’s car-
ing process, requiring the caregiver to pay attention to the
responses from care receivers after a care practice is com-
plete (Tronto, 1993). Thus, responsiveness leads to a new
circle of care, starting with attentiveness. Responsiveness
can be a complex moral burden because situations change as
care is provided, which might breed new issues and demands
for care (Tronto, 1998). The responsiveness criteria of care
ethics align with the relational perspective of CSR. Care eth-
ics involves developing relationships, dialogue, and stake-
holder involvement (Verk et al., 2021). As Morsing and
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Schultz (2006) noted, incorporating stakeholders in CSR
discussions demonstrates a high level of strategic thinking.
Previous research also found that inviting stakeholders to
join dialogue leads to positive CSR perceptions (Duthler &
Dhanesh, 2018). From a communicative perspective, CSR
scholars believe that an ethical organization would facilitate
the co-creation of CSR by inviting perspectives from diverse
publics, even when the public interests conflict with those of
the company (Schultz et al., 2013).

Emotional Connection

Care theorists stress that establishing emotional connections
with care recipients is crucial for creating caring behaviors
(Held, 2006). Care ethics encourages interdependence,
which is established largely through emotional ties (Held,
20006). Ethical decisions should include both “the thoughts
and emotions of those individuals interacting communi-
catively with one another” (Gilstrap & Minchow-Proffitt,
2017). Strategic communication allows organizations to
build emotional connections with publics by expressing con-
cerns, well-wishes, or memorials to keep publics emotion-
ally gratified (Houston et al., 2015). In the business setting,
Oruc and Sarikaya (2011) suggested that emotions are legiti-
mate concerns in care-based stakeholder relationship build-
ing. Many CSR studies have found that empathetic, emotion-
attached, supportive, and motivational communication takes
care of employees’ psychological wellbeing and improve
employee engagement (Lemon & Boman, 2022; Men et al.
2022; Tao et al., 2022). As COVID-19 continues to flare
public need for emotional support (Huang et al., 2022), a
socially responsible organization should acknowledge the
importance of interpersonal connections (Held, 2006; Tao &
Kim, 2017). Caring communication should involve ongoing,
open, and authentic communication to respond to situational
needs and keep sensitive to others’ feelings (Simola, 2003).

Human Voice

Previous study has emphasized the necessity of interacting
with the public on social media in a human and personalized
way during times of crisis (e.g., Crijns et al., 2017; Park &
Cameron, 2014; Sweetser & Metzgar, 2007). Some scholars
view the human voice as a substitute for genuine interac-
tion between organizations and publics (e.g., Avidar, 2013;
Dhanesh, 2017; Kent & Li, 2020). Human voice was about
“the pure sound of the human voice, not the elevated, empty
speech of the corporate hierarchy” (Searls & Weinberger,
1999, p. 7). Companies used to adopt an “organizational
voice” in mass-mediated communication with consistent,
formal, and persuasive messages (Javornik et al., 2020).
However, the advent of social media has allowed the use
of human voice, including features that reflect social media
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affordances, welcome conversational communication, and
provide prompt feedback. It also has qualities that reveal
an organization’s care for publics and commitment to rela-
tionships, including treating others as human, admitting
mistakes, being open to dialog, and communicating with a
sense of humor (Kelleher & Miller, 2006). As such, both the
organization and publics are viewed as real human beings
instead of faceless communicators (Javornik et al., 2020).
According to Liebrecht et al., (2021), personal greeting
(i.e., hi, hello, dear) and personal addressing (i.e., I, we,
you, yours) were most often adopted as the operationaliza-
tion of the human voice.

Public Engagement on Social Media

Organizations disclose their CSR efforts through carefully
crafted communicative practices (Du et al., 2010; Zhou &
Dong, 2021), and the rise of social media has largely facili-
tated these communicative practices given their interactive,
communal, and relational features (Ji et al., 2021). Organiza-
tions can communicate CSR content directly with the pub-
lic on social media and obtain real-time feedback, forming
high-quality interactions that facilitate public engagement
with the organizations (Zhao & Chen, 2022), which in turn
fosters positive relational outcomes like Word-of-mouth
(Chu et al., 2020; Fatma et al., 2020) and organization-pub-
lic relationships (Men & Tsai, 2015). Thus, social media is
considered one of the most important channels of CSR com-
munication and has demonstrated great value in facilitating
public engagement (Johnston, 2014; Ju et al., 2021).

This study focuses on public engagement as the key out-
come of CSR communication on social media. Our focus
on public engagement aligns with the hybrid instrumental
approach suggested by Kim (2022), reflecting on a rela-
tional ontology in defining the optimal CSR outcome. Public
engagement is important to both companies and publics. To
companies, public engagement is a straightforward indicator
of CSR messaging effectiveness, showing publics’ evalua-
tive reactions to corporate messages (Ju et al., 2021; Ngai
& Singh, 2021). Companies can serve the diverse needs
of multiple publics, recognize the value of others, main-
tain transparency, and build trust through social-mediated
public engagement (Kent & Taylor, 2016). To publics,
engagement represents an ethical communication process
because it reflects personalized interactions on an individual
basis offered by organizations (Yang et al., 2022). Through
engagement, publics are treated as active conversation par-
ticipants rather than passive “audiences” and “receivers” of
messages. Thus, public engagement transcends the organi-
zation-centered perspective by highlighting publics’ sense-
making in the CSR communication process (Devin & Lane,
2014; Johnston, 2014).

Public engagement has been defined inconsistently
across disciplines and a universal definition has not yet been
achieved (Morehouse & Saffer, 2019). Many communication
scholars take a social-psychological perspective defining
public engagement as a multidimensional relational concept
that includes both psychological and behavioral attributes of
connection between individuals and organizations (Duthler
& Dhanesh, 2018; Jiang & Shen, 2020; Johnston, 2018).
This study focuses on two types of public engagement on
social media, namely, behavioral engagement and emotional
engagement, to indicate public-centered discourses and
interpretations of CSR messages (Heath, 2014). Behavioral
engagement with CSR messages on social media is often
measured by metrics such as liking, sharing, and comment-
ing (Ju et al., 2021; Saxton et al., 2019). For example, Men
et al. (2018) considered public engagement a behavioral
construct gauged by the number of likes, reactions, shares,
and comments on Facebook. Li and Feng (2021) categorized
social-mediated public engagement into popularity, virality,
and commitment, represented by the number of likes, shares,
and comments.

However, behavioral engagement does not fully capture
publics’ proactive content generation concerning the organi-
zation on social media (Ji et al., 2017; Men & Tsai, 2014).
There are multiple layers of a social media user’s attitudes
or emotions related to the organization through real-time
natural replies (Huang et al., 2021). In expressing emotions,
the publics of an organization are affectively committed to
the organization. Such affective commitment motivates
publics to build or maintain a relationship with an organi-
zation (Vivek, 2009). Thus, emotional public engagement,
as shown by the public's favorable or negative responses
to organizational messaging, is also an important facet of
public engagement.

Statistics reveal that both China and the US increased
social media usage during COVID-19 (Dixon, 2022; Luo
et al., 2021). Thus, behavioral engagement on social media
could be used to gauge how well a company’s CSR message
resonates with the public during a pandemic. Emotional pub-
lic engagement is also essential during COVID-19 because
large-scale crises usually contain colossal waves of strong
emotions that can diffuse among social media users (Chen
et al., 2020; Mak & Ao, 2019). Through emotional engage-
ment, care-expressing messages may help publics relieve
negative emotions like fear, anxiety, and sadness, fostering
trust and positive relationships (Lee et al., 2013; Liu & Kim,
2011).

Comparing China and the US Contexts
This study focuses on care-based CSR communication in

China and the US during the COVID-19 pandemic time. The
two countries’ distinctive institutional, economic, social, and
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political environments shape their CSR communication. The
two countries also have their own social norms and cultural
roots related to the ethics of care, but in different ways.
Under the pressure of a global pandemic, it is necessary
to analyze how care ethics is conveyed via CSR messages
from a cross-country comparative view to contribute to a
pluralistic view of CSR and a contextualized knowledge of
care ethics.

China and the US are the two largest economies with
distinctive institutional, political, and cultural environments,
which might breed distinctive CSR values, expectations, and
communication practices. Institutionally, the US has had a
long history of CSR since the 1950s (Carroll, 2008) and
developed a well-established institutional environment to
regulate and evaluate CSR performances. Previous research
found that large corporations in the US are more adaptive
to formal CSR reporting with a strong focus on stakeholder
involvement (Rim et al., 2019). Since China actively partici-
pates in globalization, modern CSR was brought to China in
the early 2000s. However, environmental sustainability and
worker welfare concerns have remained tough for Chinese
firms (Tang, 2012; Zhang & Dong, 2021).

Economically, joint ventures, private-owned, and state-
owned companies construct a complicated business system
in China (Giacobbe-Miller et al., 2003). Unlike in the US,
where government or public administrative authority has less
power over CSR, in China, government and policies have
strong impacts on CSR (Zhang & Dong, 2021). Compared
to private companies, China’s state-owned enterprises are
more “government-oriented” (Liu & Zhang, 2018, p.129),
“pro-policy” (Khan et al., 2020, p.4), and are expected to
carry more social responsibilities than making profits, due
to their vital role in the Chinese economy ((Lin et al, 2020)
and deep political connections with the government.

Culturally, according to Hofstede et al. (2005), Chinese
society is dominated by a collectivist culture, whereas US
society is characterized by individualism. Other scholars
suggested that Chinese culture can also be considered rela-
tionalism, given its strong reliance on interpersonal rela-
tionships in problem-solving (e.g., Brewer & Chen, 2007;
Huang et al., 2018; Leung et al., 2014). Previous studies
suggested that the values of care ethic are shaped by culture
and societal norms, showing differences between collectivist
and individualistic societies (Vikan et al., 2005).

Although care is urgently needed in crises like the Covid-
19 pandemic, different traditions and social values of care
may be inferred from Eastern and Western cultures and social
norms. In the West, the feminist view of ethics has developed
over the past four decades (Gilligan, 1982; Held, 2006), but
its implementation by social institutions is still limited (Nod-
dings, 2015). Western societies with a strongly individualistic
culture, like the US, view persons as autonomous, independ-
ent, and rational beings driven by self-interest and society
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as contractual entities (Held, 2006; Li, 1994). Whereas, in
Eastern societies like China, the ethics of care shares overlaps
with Confucianism (Li, 1994) and aligns with the principles
of Ren (“1=,” French & Weis, 2000), meaning “benevolence”
or “love for others” (Pang-White, 2011). Also, care is widely
acknowledged as a virtue and social norm, closely tied to non-
contractual familial relationships (Li, 1994). Love and care are
initially bestowed upon family and friends and then extended
to all human beings (French & Weis, 2000).

Finally, the two countries’ different pandemic responses
also account for contextual differences regarding companies’
CSR communication during COVID-19. China takes a central-
ized approach to suppress the pandemic, mobilizing practically
all social entities, including citizens, companies, nonprofits,
and media (He & Harris, 2020). In contrast, the United States
embraced a decentralized strategy (Altman, 2020), delegating
more policymaking authority to states, resulting in fragmented
reactions to COVID-19 hampered by divergent perspectives
(Cornwall et al., 2021).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, publics in both China
and the US are likely in greater need of care. China was the
first country hit by the pandemic outbreak when little was
known about the virus, and the healthcare system was over-
burdened by escalating service demands (Liu et al., 2020). The
US reported the largest number of COVID-19 infections and
deaths as of November 2022 (Worldometerr, 2022). People in
both countries suffered significant health risks and demanded
better care. The ethics of care relates to moral and cultural
values in both societies. Given that CSR and care ethics are
socially constructed and context-dependent, we highlight the
specific settings of CSR in China and the US and propose
the following research questions to develop a contextualized
knowledge of care-based CSR communication.

RQI: What CSR topics did companies in China and the
US communicate on social media during the COVID-19
pandemic?

RQ2: How did companies in China and the US use eth-
ics of care in their CSR communication on social media
during the COVID-19 pandemic?

RQ3: What are the relationships between care-based
CSR communication (manifested as attentiveness,
responsibility, competence, responsiveness, emotional
connection, and human voice) during the pandemic and
publics’ behavioral engagement (i.e., likes, comments,
shares) on social media in China and the US, respec-
tively?

RQ4: What are the relationships between the care-based
CSR communication (manifested as attentiveness,
responsibility, competence, responsiveness, emotional
connection, and human voice) during the pandemic and
publics’ emotional engagement on social media in China
and the US, respectively?



Constructing Care-Based Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Communication During the...

Method

We conducted a content analysis on social media messages
posted by 60 Fortune 500 companies (N¢y;p, =30, Nyyg=30)
with active social media accounts. Weibo and Twitter were
selected because both platforms were among the most pop-
ular social media sites in China and the US, respectively
(Statista, 2020), with similar technological affordances,
including interfaces and major functions.

Sampling and Data Collection

Chinese companies were randomly sampled from a list
of the largest “Fortune China 500 corporations (Fortune
China, 2019). Twelve companies were replaced as they did
not maintain active Weibo accounts (Gao, 2016; Rybalko &
Seltzer, 2010). Inactive accounts were replaced with other
active accounts randomly selected from the pool following
an iterative process until 30 active accounts were retrieved.
Following the same procedure, 30 US companies’ Twitter
accounts were sampled from the “Fortune 500" list (Fortune,
2020).

Twitter Data Collection

The time frame for data collection covered the initial pan-
demic adjustment phase in China and US, respectively.
Specifically, the data collection period for US companies’
Twitter posts was set from March 19th, 2020, when the US
COVID-19 cases surpassed 10,000 (Feuer, 2020), to Novem-
ber 7th, 2020, when the data was collected. Using an open-
source Twitter crawler (Ajctrl, 2020), 33,687 tweets posted
during the data collection period were retrieved from US
companies. Among them, 645 tweets that contained COVID-
19-related keywords (e.g., COVID-19, coronavirus, see
Lamsal, 2021) were selected for further analyses, with 2481
user comments included.

Weibo Data Collection

An open-source Weibo scraping tool (Dataabc, 2020) was
adopted for data collection of the Chinese companies’
accounts. Weibo posts from Chinese companies were col-
lected from January 20th, 2020, when WHO confirmed
human-to-human transmission of SARS-CoV-2 (World
Health Organization Western Pacific, 2020), until April
10th, 2020, which was three days after China lifted its ini-
tial lockdown in Wuhan (Gan, 2020). In total, 9671 Weibo
posts were collected from companies and then screened

based on COVID-19-related keywords (e.g., “H !, <&
527, etc., Huang et al., 2021), generating 5041 posts. User
comments to each post were also retrieved (n=126,197).
To obtain comparable datasets between the two countries,
we randomly sampled 15% of the Weibo posts, generating
756 posts, which could be comparable with the number of
Tweets (n=645). User comments on the Weibo posts were
also sampled, yielding 14,152 comments.

Coding Procedures

This study used DivoMiner, an online data acquisition and
analysis platform that can identify Chinese and English
content to facilitate coding. A codebook was developed in
English to ensure measurement reliability during the coding
process (Riffe et al., 2019). Examples selected from both
Weibo posts (Chinese) and Tweets (English) were provided
for each indicator. Two graduate student coders who were
both native Chinese and were proficient in English (both
received their highest degree in English-speaking regions)
were hired as the authors’ research assistants and completed
the coding tasks.

The coding process included two stages. First, the cod-
ers screened Weibo posts and tweets and decided whether
they were CSR-related. Intercoder reliability was tested
using 15% subsets of the samples (113 Weibo posts and 97
tweets, respectively). Krippendorff’s Alpha reliability was
0.87, indicating a satisfying agreement between the coders
(Perreault & Leigh, 1989). The coders then worked inde-
pendently to code the remaining posts. According to their
coding results, messages that were not CSR-related were
eliminated, with 656 Weibo posts (with 10,970 comments)
and 611 tweets (with 2332 comments) left for the next round
of coding.

In the second stage, the coders coded the remaining
Weibo posts and tweets for CSR topics and the manifesta-
tions of care-based CSR communication. Intercoder reliabil-
ity was tested using 10% subsets of the samples. Krippen-
dorff’s Alpha reliability ranged from 0.74 to 1.0 for Weibo
posts and from 0.77 to 1.0 for tweets across most variables,
indicating acceptable agreement between the coders (Krip-
pendorft, 2004). The coders then worked independently to
code the remaining posts.

V<t is a short form of “¥ AR EE”, which means ‘novel
coronavirus’ in Chinese.

2« 1%” means ‘pandemic’ or ‘epidemic’ in Chinese.
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Codebook and Measures
CSR Topics

The definition of CSR remains inconclusive in the current
literature due to the interdisciplinary nature of the con-
cept (Sheehy, 2015). This research defines CSR-relevant
content as posts that are not just focused on the economic
advantages of businesses (e.g., product and service mar-
keting) but cover a broad spectrum of stakeholder inter-
ests and environmental and social benefits. Specifically,
we modified Kim et al.’s (2014) and Ju et al.’s (2021)
CSR typologies. We coded the CSR-relevant content into
six categories: environmental stewardship, philanthropic
contribution, educational commitments, employee involve-
ment, public health commitment (fighting COVID-19),
and sponsorship/collaboration/ partnership.

In addition, CSR is socially constructed and context-
relevant (O’Connor & Thlen, 2018). The COVID pandemic
presents new problems for businesses, which might foster
novel approaches to giving back to society (Crane & Mat-
ten, 2020) and communicating about socially responsible
actions (Mata et al., 2021). Thus, the CSR topic was also
coded inductively. In this process, the two coders labeled
the CSR-relevant data that did not fit the existing cate-
gories as others. The first and second authors followed
Saldana’s (2021) approaches of immersing themselves in
the data and qualitatively interpreting the emerging key
patterns. After discussion, the two researchers identified
a new theme labeled “gratitude and inspiration” from the
data. This new category includes corporations’ recognition
and promotion of individuals and organizations’ efforts
in combating COVID-19, such as nurses and healthcare
service providers. Given the overall stressful environment
during COVID-19, this category reflects companies’ posi-
tivity in societal efforts to combat the pandemic, as well as
their goal to inspire more people who might have negative
emotions with optimism. The coding themes and examples
of CSR topics are elaborated on in Table 1.

CARE-BASED CSR Communication Manifestations

Based on the care ethics literature (Hamington & Sander-
Staudt, 2011; Tronto, 1998), CSR (Formentin & Bortree,
2019), and communication (Gilstrap & Minchow-Proffitt,
2017; Tao & Kim, 2017) literature, the manifestations of
care in CSR communication were coded using six indi-
cators: attentiveness, responsibility, competence, respon-
siveness, emotional connection, and human voice. Their
operationalizations and examples are detailed in Table 2.
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Public Engagement

Public engagement was measured by both behavioral
engagement and emotional engagement. The level of
behavioral engagement was measured by counting the num-
ber of likes, shares, and comments for each tweet/Weibo
post (Huang et al., 2021). The emotional engagement was
measured by the average sentiment polarity scores of pub-
lics’ comments on each Weibo post/tweet. The researchers
adopted two libraries via Python for sentiment analysis of
Weibo and Twitter comments, respectively. To be specific,
the snowNLP, a Python library for processing Chinese text
inspired by TextBlob, was adopted for texts in Weibo com-
ments, and the spaCyTextBlob method using the TextBlob
library was adopted for analyzing Twitter comments. Both
the snowNLP and TextBlob libraries rely on the Bayesian
classification method and comments from online websites
as training data to predict the degree of text sentiment. As
the initial scale of sentiment score is different in the two
libraries, we rescaled the final score to — 1~ + 1 after the
classification step. For example, a comment that receives
0.5 points in sentiment score shows more positive sentiment
than one receiving a—0.1 sentiment score. Our study con-
siders comments with higher positive sentiment scores as
showing greater emotional engagement. The sentiment score
of all the comments on one post was averaged to obtain each
post’s emotional engagement level.

Data Analysis

To answer RQ1-2, descriptive statistics, t-tests, and chi-
square tests were performed using SPSS 24. To answer RQ3,
which investigates the relationships between the manifesta-
tions of care in CSR communication and publics’ behavioral
engagement, we ran three Tobit regressions (Huang et al.,
2022; Tobin, 1958) using StataMP 13.1 since the depend-
ent variables were all limited variables with a lower limit
of zero. The six manifestations of care, including attentive-
ness, responsibility, competence, responsiveness, emotional
connection, and human voice, were treated as independent
variables. For each independent variable, we aggregated the
scores they received in the coding process before running the
regression (Huang et al., 2022; Ju et al., 2021). For exam-
ple, responsibility was coded by three indicators, and each
indicator was coded as presence (1) or absence (1). When
aggerate the values, the score of responsibility ranges from
0 to 3. Linear regressions were conducted to answer RQ4,
which examines the relationships between the manifesta-
tions of care in CSR communication and publics’ emotional
engagement using StataMP 13.1. A set of company-level and
post-level characteristics were added as control variables
in all the regression models, including business industry,
numbers of social media followers, and message vividness.
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Table 1 (continued)

Translation

Example (Weibo)

Example (Tweet)

Definition

# of posts

Code

#What do you want to do when the

ST #, IRERAR

7

=5y
H

We appreciate our lineworkers every day, but % & B FH #5255 4

Posts showing apprecia-

Others

2 WemT LA E ALAE IRAT 37

Fi&E  pandemic ends#? You can go on

—YPREIER RS # R0 — il

especially today, National Lineman Appre-

tion, positive thoughts,
hopes, and good wishes
that may not directly be
relevant to COVID-19

NChina =1
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Results

RQ1 aimed to identify the corporate social responsibilities
emerging from the Chinese and US companies’ social media
communication during the COVID-19 pandemic. Overall,
more than half of them (n =662, 52.25%) focused on show-
ing companies’ commitment to public health, followed by
the commitment to education (n =289, 22.81%), which are
the two primary CSR topics communicated by companies
in both the US and China (Table 1, Fig. 1). Employee par-
ticipation, philanthropic contribution, and partnership/col-
laboration are less discussed CSR topics by companies in
both countries. Different patterns were observed in the two
countries (Fig. 1). In particular, the US companies focused
more on educating stakeholders, such as customers and
employees, about COVID-related coping strategies, help-
ful tips, and recommendations than Chinese companies
(;(zz 141.04, p <0.001). In contrast, Chinese enterprises
demonstrated greater organizational commitment to protect-
ing publics’ health than US companies by reporting specific
procedures and policies addressing COVID-related problems
(¥*=21.55, p<0.001). Additionally, the topic of gratitude
and inspiration was prominent in Chinese enterprises’ CSR
communication (;(2 =44.51, p<0.001), which aimed to fos-
ter a positive social atmosphere and boost public morale,
but this topic was much less frequently presented in the US
sample.

RQ2 asked how care ethics was adopted by compa-
nies in the US and China in their CSR communication on
social media during the COVID pandemic. Chi-square tests
revealed country-based differences (Table 3). In particular,
Chinese enterprises displayed significantly more the respon-
sibility aspect of care (y*=22.22, p <0.001) in their posts by
identifying designated employees responsible for CSR initia-
tives, demonstrating leadership support for CSR operations,
and sharing relevant paperwork confirming the efforts in
addressing COVID-related problems. Regarding demonstrat-
ing the competence aspect of care in CSR communication,
Chinese companies were more proactive in featuring their
investment in and performance in combating COVID on
social media than the US companies (y>=111.26, p <0.001).
In addition, Chinese companies used emotional connection
more frequently than their US counterparts in CSR commu-
nication (y*=238.31, p <0.001). Chinese and US companies
did not show significant differences in other manifestations
of care, including showing attentiveness, responsiveness,
and human voice.

RQ3 explored how Chinese and US companies’ care-
based CSR messages are associated with the behavioral
engagement of social media users during the COVID-19
pandemic. As shown in Table 3, competence was the only
manifestation of care that showed positive relationships with

@ Springer
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the challenges and fight the
epidemic. Have a good night!

Translation
AT#IL TR Let’s work together to overcome

Example (Weibo)
AR, BEOPURE. M2 1 2R 2

#L LN

will receive their standard pay

@FindAClearTruth Good
afternoon. We're providing
PTO for associates diagnosed
w/ COVID-19, placed under
mandatory quarantine &amp;
PTO for self-isolation &
symptoms as verified by an
accredited health care profes-
sional. All eligible associates
for up to two weeks

Example (Tweet)

hello, good morning, thank

Covid-related messages (e.g.,
you)

using daily conversational
terms in the organizational

Adopting personal voice or

Indicators

interpersonal communication

Posts showing human voice or
efforts

Definition

Table 2 (continued)

Code
Human voice

Comparing CSR Topics on Twitter and Weibo

country

Mus.

Environmental stewardship ‘ B China

Philanthropic contribution E

Educational commitment E

Employee participation r

Public Health Commitment 5

Sponsorship/collaboration/ partnership =
Gratitude and inspiration
Others h

© 100 200 00 00

Fig. 1 Descriptive statistics of CSR topics in both China and the US
samples

behavioral engagement in both China and the US samples.
For Chinese companies, demonstrating competence in CSR
messages is positively correlated with the number of likes
(B=15.71, p<0.05), shares (B=13.49, p <0.05), and com-
ments (B=5.26, p <0.05) received on Weibo. For the US
companies, the competence aspect of care was positively
correlated to the number of likes (B=163.58, p <0.001),
shares (B=54.10, p<0.001), and comments (B=13.76,
p <0.01) received on Twitter.

Apart from competence, in the Chinese sample, respon-
siveness was also a significant predictor of behavioral
engagement, including the number of likes (B=79.71,
p<0.001), shares (B=57.69, p<0.001), and comments
(B=14.64, p<0.01) to company messages on Weibo. How-
ever, in the US sample, responsiveness did not significantly
correlate with behavioral engagement on Twitter. Moreover,
showing emotional connections in the CSR messages also
significantly correlated with the number of likes (B=31.57,
p <0.05 only in the Chinese sample. Emotional connection
did not significantly associate with behavioral engagement
in the US sample (see Table 4).

RQ4 sought to address whether and how companies’ care-
based CSR messages are associated with publics’ emotional
engagement during the COVID-19 pandemic in China and
the US Publics’ emotional engagement was indicated by
the average sentiment scores of public comments following
each Weibo post/tweet. As shown in Table 5, in the Chi-
nese sample, compared to CSR messages without showing
emotional connections, those demonstrating emotional con-
nections are more likely to elicit positive sentiment in the
public’s comments (B=0.30, p <0.05). Whereas, in the US
sample, attentiveness was the only manifestation of care that
positively predicted publics’ positive emotional engagement
(B=0.16, p<0.01).
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Table 3 Descriptive information

. Variable/measure China UsS

on companies’ CSR-related

posts during COVID-19 CSR topics N=656 N=611 7
Environmental stewardship 0 2(0.33%) 0.14
Philanthropic contribution 40 (6.10%) 27 (4.42%) 0.18
Educational commitment 61 (9.30%) 228 (37.32%) 141.04%%*
Employee participation 30 (4.57%) 11 (1.80%) 7.717
Public health commitment 384 (58.54%) 278 (45.50%) 2].55%%:*
Sponsorship/collaboration/partnership 24 (3.66%) 25 (4.09%) 0.16
Gratitude and inspiration 116 (17.68%) 34 (5.56%) 44 5] %
Other 1(0.15%) 6 (0.98%) 3.96*
Manifestations of care N=656 N=611 7
Attentiveness 8 (1.22%) 16 (2.61%) 3.33
Responsibility 172 (26.22%) 118 (19.31%) 22.22%%%
Responsiveness 37 (5.64%) 49 (8.02%) 2.87
Competence 249 (37.96%) 74 (12.11%) 111.26%**
Emotional connection 175 (26.68%) 78 (12.77%) 38.3 1%
Human voice 29 (4.42%) 35 (5.73%) 1.13
Metrics of public engagement N=10,970 N=2332 T
Behavioral engagement_Likes M=42.02SD=22830 M=50.76 SD=384.21 0.50
Behavioral engagement_Shares M=4653SD=113.77 M=15.59 — 4.90%**

SD=110.97
Behavioral engagement_Comments M=16.72 SD=45.94 M=3382 — 6.14%%*
SD=25.08
Emotional engagement M=0.16 M=0.11 1.45
SD=0.45 SD=0.25

Base group for ¢ test: China; the manifestations of care can be overlapping and thus aggregated to more
than 100%; the frequency of each at least one tactic present

*p<0.05, #*p <0.01, ***p <0.001

Discussion

As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to impact every
part of society, businesses globally confront increased and
new stakeholder expectations for CSR, implying a growing
need for care. Drawing on the theory of care ethics and
CSR communication literature, especially from a public
relations perspective, this study contributes to the field of
business ethics by conceptualizing and operationalizing
the concept of care-based CSR messaging and assessing
its relationships with public engagement on social media.
In doing so, this study provides implications for CSR com-
munication practitioners, especially in the profession of
public relations, to construct CSR messages in response
to turbulent and uncertain environments with care. Our
findings uncovered the CSR topics frequently discussed on
corporate social media, identified different manifestations
of care that emerged from CSR communication, and inves-
tigated the relationships of different care-based CSR mes-
sages with public engagement on social media. The key
findings and implications are elaborated below, followed
by a theoretical and practical implications discussion.

Priorities in CSR Communication

Priorities in CSR messaging show that businesses are
accepting new obligations in response to a global health
emergency, reflecting different social influences from Chi-
nese and US societies. Corporations in the US were more
active in delivering educational materials about COVID-
related concerns, implying their role as public educators
and information distributors. This new responsibility cor-
responds to the issue of misinformation, fake news, and con-
spiracy theories concerning COVID on social media (Su,
2021), which might be especially dangerous for people in
the US who heavily depend on social media for COVID-
related information (Mitchell & Liedke, 2021). As the public
increasingly views businesses as more trustworthy informa-
tion sources than the government and the news media (Edel-
man, 2021), companies might assume a new educational
and informative CSR role in combatting misinformation. In
comparison, in China, the government is the primary source
of credible information about COVID-19 (Statista, 2022).
Chinese enterprises’ CSR communication stressed adher-
ence to norms and procedures, as well as the promotion of
positive social morale. Consistent with previous research
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Table 4 The relationship between care-based CSR messages and behavioral engagement tobit regression results

Dependent variables: behavioral engagement

Likes Shares Comments
China us China [N China UsS
Predictors B B B B B B
Attentiveness —38.73 57.10 —-25.02 15.12 1.93 —10.16
Responsibility —-4.17 9.07 9.41 5.49 2.48 4.45
Responsiveness 79.71%%* —42.51 57.69%%* - 11.17 14.64** —3.63
Competence 15.71%* 163.58%** 13.49% 54.10%%* 5.26* 13.76%*
Emotional connection 31.57%* —-4.21 3.23 —3.86 2.96 4.08
Human voice —-22.72 77.87 -23.11 30.40 —4.58 1.17
Model fit ¥*=10080.19 1 =69.05 72 =608.38 1> =88.64 £$=6910.21 7> =169.00
p<0.001 p<0.001 Pseudo p<0.001 Pseudo p<0.001 p<0.001 Pseudo p<0.001
Pseudo R*=0.13 R?=0.01 2=0.09 Pseudo R*=0.01 R*=0.12 Pseudo
R*=0.06
Control variables (i.e., number of followers, business industry, and message vividness) are not displayed in the table
*p<0.05, #¥p <0.01, ¥***p <0.001
Table 5 Relationship between Dependent variable: emotional public engagement in user comments
care-based CSR messages and
emotional engagement OLS China us
regression results
B p t B p t
Predictors
Attentiveness —-0.07 -0.19 -036 0.30* 0.14%* 2.06
Responsibility 0.00 0.01 0.10 —0.00 -001 -0.16
Responsiveness -0.10 -006 -1.16 -0.08 -0.10 -1.39
Competence - 0.06 -0.08 —-150 0.03 0.05 0.69
Emotional connection  0.16** 0.16%%  2.94 - 0.04 -0.06 -0.70
Human voice 0.06 0.03 0.53 0.16 0.15 1.77
Model fit F (19, 342)=2.85 F(23,193)=1.28
R*=0.14 R*=0.13
Adj R2=0.09 Adj R?=0.03

*p<0.05, #¥p <0.01, ***p <0.001

(Wu & Kong, 2021), our findings indicate that Chinese cor-
porations cooperate with government entities on strategic
CSR communication efforts in response to the pandemic.
Promoting positive societal morale in CSR communication
coincides with the Chinese government’s commitment to
sustaining societal harmony and stability at a turbulent time
(Al-Dabbagh, 2020).

Multifaceted Care-Based CSR Communication
All the manifestations of care in CSR communication—
attentiveness, responsibility, responsiveness, competence,

emotional connection, and human voice—appeared in the
posts on Twitter and Weibo, suggesting that companies in
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both countries were able to incorporate multifaceted care
ethics into their CSR communication. The adoption of car-
ing in CSR messages is also context-dependent and matched
with the two countries’ divergent public expectations for
CSR and care. For example, Chinese companies expressed
care by addressing emotional connection. As Huang (2000)
mentioned, Confucianism dominates Chinese culture, which
views interpersonal closeness and relationship building as
foundations of societal harmony and important social norms.
As COVID has induced enormous stress among the Chi-
nese public (Li et al., 2020), expressing greater emotional
attachment in CSR messages indicates Chinese companies’
confirmation of Confucian values and efforts to offering
relationship-oriented care during a crisis.

Moreover, Chinese companies’ strong emphasis on the
responsibility and competence aspects of care might be
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explained by the unique company-government relations in
China. As the political influence entrenched itself into every
aspect of Chinese society, leaders and managers in large
state-owned and state-holding companies are often affili-
ated with the Communist party (McGregor, 2019). By dis-
closing the leadership information of COVID-related CSR
projects, businesses demonstrate their strong connections
with the Party, confidence to be scrutinized by the public,
and compliance with the government’s policies and princi-
ples, all of which aim to relieve societal anxiety and foster
social confidence. This tendency was reflected in our data,
as over half of the Chinese companies sampled were state-
owned or state-holding enterprises. In comparison, the US
companies in our sample are in the private sector with less
government involvement. As such, US companies most fre-
quently targeted customers, investors, press, employees, and
the community but rarely addressed the government as a key
public (Jiang & Wei, 2013). Since the US society generally
took a laissez-faire approach to living with the virus (Huang
& Ruwitch, 2021), US companies may not feel obliged to
show responsibility and competence aspects of care to their
publics as strongly as their Chinese counterparts.

The Relationship Between Care-Based CSR
Communications and Public Engagement

The findings indicated that certain manifestations of care in
CSR messages show significant relationships with public
engagement on social. In particular, the competence aspect
of care is associated with both behavioral and emotional
engagement with publics in both countries. Demonstrating
competence is a way to show companies’ CSR commitment,
which helps reassure publics and minimize uncertainties
in a pandemic situation (Lee et al., 2014). Showing com-
mitment and achievement by demonstrating organizations’
competency might also raise public morale and confidence
in dealing with COVID. The responsiveness and emotional
connection aspects of care positively correlate with publics’
behavioral engagement only in China but not in the US. As
mentioned before, given the strong values of building social
bonds and relationship-oriented culture (Huang et al., 2018),
Chinese publics tend to like, share, and comment on CSR
messages highlighting the responsiveness and emotional
connection aspects of care because they are gestures demon-
strating businesses’ attempts to establish communicative and
emotional relationships. In addition, the emotional connec-
tion aspect of care also triggers the Chinese publics’ emo-
tional engagement as more positive sentiment is revealed in
their comments. In comparison, CSR messages paying atten-
tion to public concerns, attitudes, and pandemic experiences
elicited a more emotional response from the US publics than
from Chinese publics. According to Hofstede et al. (2005),
individuals in more individualistic cultures in the United

States are encouraged to express their emotions and personal
beliefs. Thus, they would value the attentiveness component
of care more significantly since it enables them to be seen,
observed, and have their ideas heard.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

This study contributes to business ethics scholarship in the
COVID context in several innovative ways. First, this study
is among the early attempts to infuse care ethics into CSR
communication (e.g., Formentin & Bortree, 2019). We argue
that ethics of care offers a theoretical ground to examine
organizations’ strategic CSR communication critically. It is
particularly relevant to the COVID context, given its empha-
sis on relationships and situational considerations in ethical
decision-making. Our study contributes to the current CSR
literature by introducing the concept of care-based CSR
communication, comprising six manifestations that reflect
essential care values and the relational nature of business
communication. By systematically analyzing the manifesta-
tions of care ethics in CSR messages, we advance CSR com-
munication scholarship using a hybrid instrumental approach
to integrate ethical considerations into strategic communi-
cation (Kim, 2022). The hybrid instrumental approach is
reflected in our findings that CSR messages during an unex-
pected, turbulent environment like a public health pandemic
use caring language to be attentive and responsive to vari-
ous stakeholders and publics’ needs, to acknowledge new
responsibilities that are beyond their normal CSR scopes,
to demonstrate organizational ability in addressing the
challenging social problem, to build emotional connections
to people, and to show a human tone of the organization.
This caring aspect of CSR communication indicates that
companies have great potential to act as caregivers during
challenging crisis times. From an instrumental perspective,
certain caring language usages in CSR messages can asso-
ciate positively with public engagement, behaviorally and
emotionally, on social media. Thus, companies may benefit
from better public engagement and related support by using
caring languages in CSR communication. Taken together,
our research supports Kent and Lane’s (2021) notion that
normative theories are important in advancing practical dis-
ciplines like strategic communication.

Second, this study provides empirical evidence on the
relationship between care-based CSR messages and public
engagement on social media. Our findings strengthen the
important role of communication in care delivery, suggest-
ing that care ethics are analytical tools that can be applied
through computer-mediated communication. In particular,
we advance the understanding of public engagement on
social media by explicating emotional engagement as an
important indicator capturing the dynamics of organization-
public interactions and publics’ sentiments in response to
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CSR communication. By empirically examining the rela-
tionships between different care-based CSR strategies and
different public engagement outcomes, we moved beyond a
normative understanding of ethics to provide applied tac-
tics of care ethics. Our findings provide an alternative view
on the effectiveness of CSR communication, suggesting
that in addition to the traditional instrumental and strategic
approaches (Golob et al., 2013; Ji et al., 2021), effective
CSR communication can also be delivered through the lens
of care ethics.

Third, this study provides a cross-national comparison
of care-based CSR communication in response to a global
health emergency. Our findings contribute to the ethical
business communication scholarship (Bowen, 2008, 2016;
L’etang, 1994) by stressing context-sensitive care ethics in
the context of CSR communication. We argue that the best
application of communicative care ethics should take the
institutional, political, and cultural impacts on CSR into
account in order to meet and strategically address stake-
holder expectations and generate meaningful public engage-
ment. In addition, our study builds on previous research
(Ngai & Singh, 2021) to further investigate CSR commu-
nication in an extreme pandemic time, offering innovative
nuances regarding how CSR can be manifested to better
address emerging social problems in different societies in
an ethical way. The global COVID pandemic allows us to
compare the cross-national differences within the same crisis
context while identifying nuanced differences in response
strategies based on the contextual characteristics of each
society. Thus, we contribute to international CSR research
by adding country-specific empirical evidence about corpo-
rate social media communication during a global pandemic.

Practical Implications

Our results support the notion that the COVID pandemic
opens up new CSR possibilities and demands (He & Harris,
2020). First, companies should be aware of new obligations
as the social environment and public expectations change. In
view of the issues of disinformation, corporations in the US
might be expected to provide more credible public informa-
tion and education. Chinese businesses might serve as cheer-
leaders, boosting societal morale at an emotionally difficult
time of crisis. Second, companies should strategically use
the manifestations of care in CSR communication to achieve
different types of public engagement goals (i.e., behavio-
ral and emotional). For example, companies in the US can
generate more behavioral engagement on social media by
addressing competence more in CSR messages. They can
also generate more positive emotional engagement by pay-
ing more attention to publics’ needs in CSR communication
on social media. Third, in light of the worldwide pandemic
situation and increasing globalization of public relations
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practices, we suggest that multinational companies, espe-
cially those operating in China and the US, tailor care-based
CSR messages on social media to maximize positive public
engagement goals. Our findings provide useful guidelines
for practitioners to detect the divergence and convergence
of care ethics applicable to both countries.

However, although our findings highlight the various
ways in which companies can employ caring language to
communicate CSR and the potential benefits in terms of
public engagement on social media, it is important to note
that the adoption of a care-based CSR approach does not
guarantee authenticity and may risk becoming purely instru-
mental. It is crucial for companies to acknowledge the infor-
mation asymmetry in CSR disclosure and the unequal power
dynamics between them and the general public. To genu-
inely embrace this care-based CSR communication model, a
prerequisite is for companies to align their actions with their
claims and ensure consistency (Zhou & Dong, 2021). This
is particularly significant given the increased skepticism
among consumers towards CSR. Additionally, incorporating
a public perspective is essential to enhance the authenticity
of care-based CSR communication (Pérez, 2019; Song &
Dong, 2022). While companies cannot address every soci-
etal concern, as socially responsible organizations, they
should actively strive to understand the evolving needs for
care and tailor their communication accordingly. By doing
so, they can effectively address these needs and ensure that
their caring language resonates with the public.

Limitations and Future Research

There are several limitations of this study that should be
acknowledged. First, the current sample size was constrained
by the available COVID-19-related CSR messages, which
creates challenges in collecting completely comparable sam-
ples in two countries, given that the US companies had fewer
relevant posts and public comments compared to Chinese
companies during our sampling time frame. Future research
could replicate the study by extending the timeframe and
collecting data in other countries to test further the explana-
tory power of the theories utilized in this study. Scholars
could further discuss the differences in the number of corpo-
rate messages and corresponding public comments between
China and the US, exploring the causes and implications
of such differences. Also, our sample concentrated on CSR
messages, including COVID-19-related keywords. This
approach may omit data on the wide range of CSR actions
corporations participated in during the pandemic. Future
research should consider expanding the search for CSR-
related information during the pandemic to offer a complete
picture of CSR communication. Second, our findings from
content analysis only examined the correlations between
care-based CSR messages and public engagement on social
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media. Future research could use experiments or longitudi-
nal survey data to explore further the causal relationships
between the variables and include contextual variables as
moderators. Third, while this study illustrates the manifesta-
tions of care in CSR messages, it does not answer whether
and how the disclosed CSR efforts are out of companies’
genuine motives or just at face value for impression manage-
ment. The authenticity of CSR communication has received
increasing attention in view of the growing CSR skepticism
(Pérez, 2019; Song & Dong, 2022). Thus, the findings of
this study should be reviewed critically, and more empirical
evidence on how different stakeholders assess and evaluate
the authenticity of such CSR communication is necessary.
Finally, in addition to the behavioral and emotional public
engagement on social media, future research can further
examine other outcomes, including online and offline public
engagement, to demonstrate the broader impacts of care’s
manifestations in the COVID-19 pandemic context. In addi-
tion, to reflect the uniqueness of pandemic CSR communica-
tion, future research can examine companies’ CSR strategies
in the pre-pandemic, pandemic, and post-pandemic phases to
indicate the manifestations of care-based CSR communica-
tion in different stages of a crisis.
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