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The emphasis on business size has become more overt in recent years. However,
it is not clear how company size influences consumers’ evaluations. Five experi-
ments investigate the effect of size on consumers’ expectations and evaluations
of company behaviors. Consumers expect higher communion from small com-
pared to large companies, and consequently, small relative to large companies
garner lower evaluations when they exhibit low communion behaviors. These high
communion expectations are driven by the relatively lower marketplace power of
small companies. While study 1 provides real-world evidence for the effect of com-
pany size on evaluations of company behaviors, studies 2A and 2B demonstrate
that perceptions of power underlie the effect of company size on expectations for
communion. Studies 3A and 3B indicate that when a company engages in low
communion behavior, small relative to large companies garner lower evaluations
and this effect is driven by consumers’ perceived violation of expectations.
Incorporating additional studies, two meta-analyses conducted with four studies
for consumer expectations and six studies for consumer evaluations provide con-
firmatory evidence in support of our hypotheses. This research demonstrates that
how companies are perceived in terms of size and power creates meaning for con-
sumers that drives their expectations and subsequent evaluations.
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Went in at a busy time. The girl who took my order was
stressed out and barked a harsh, “What can I get you!” It
took me a couple of seconds to get over the shock, which
only seemed to make her more anxious and upset.

—Yelp review for Peet’s Coffee & Tea

This Yelp review came from an unhappy customer visit-

ing Peet’s Coffee & Tea in the Boston area, where Peet’s is

seen as a small brand, having only six store locations in

Massachusetts. Understandably, the customer gave the

rude service a one-star Yelp rating. If this customer had

had the same experience in San Francisco, where Peet’s is

seen as a larger brand—with 183 locations in California—

would he have given the same one-star rating or would he

have been more forgiving? We argue that, intuitively, it

feels very wrong when a small business mistreats and

berates its customers, much more so than when a large,

multibillion-dollar global corporation does the same. We

demonstrate that this sense of “wrongness” occurs because

consumers expect small (but not large) companies to be

warm and friendly, so any behavior that violates this ex-

pectation leads to a strong negative reaction. However, be-

cause large companies are not expected to be particularly

warm and friendly, behavior that is cold or unfriendly does

not result in a similarly strong negative response. More

specifically, we propose that because small companies are
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perceived as possessing low power (especially compared to

their larger-sized counterparts) and because low power

engenders communal behavior (Conway, Pizzamiglio, and

Mount 1996; Rucker, Galinsky, and Dubois 2012), con-

sumers expect small companies to be more communal.

Therefore, when a small company exhibits low commu-

nion, consumers experience disproportionately greater ex-

pectancy violations and punish the small company

correspondingly. In turn, these detrimental effects can

manifest in lower overall evaluations, purchase intentions,

and Yelp star ratings (as we highlight in the example

above). However, when it comes to another important de-

terminant of consumers’ evaluations—agency—company

size and perceived power no longer influence consumers’

expectations. Because agency is tied to core company

attributes valued by consumers (e.g., competence and ef-

fectiveness predict product quality), consumers tend to ex-

pect high agency from all companies, mitigating any effect

company size and power might have in this domain.

Therefore, agency-related expectancy violations are not af-

fected by company size, and the evaluation of large and

small companies is no different when these companies ex-

hibit low-agency behavior.
Our findings add to the growing body of work that stud-

ies how consumers interact with and perceive brands in

ways similar to how they interact with and perceive people

in social situations. This work goes beyond prior research

examining the way power shapes expectations for how

people behave (Rucker, Hu, and Galinsky 2014) to suggest

that perceived power also influences consumers’ expecta-

tions of how companies behave. Moreover, instead of

studying factors beyond those related to consumers’ prior

experiences with individual firms (e.g., brand personality,

Aaker, Fournier, and Brasel 2004; brand relationships,

Aggarwal 2004), we suggest that consumers can form

meaningful expectations based on superficial characteris-

tics (i.e., company size) that guide responses to negative

company behaviors even in the absence of prior firsthand

experiences. Finally, while prior work has shown that con-

sumers’ personal beliefs and values can shape whether

they choose to purchase from small versus large companies

(Paharia, Avery, and Keinan 2014; Thompson and Arsel

2004), our research examines how company size directly

impacts consumers’ expectations and perceptions of a com-

pany’s power.

THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT

Although the distinction between small mom-and-pop

stores and their much larger competitors has always

existed, the emphasis on business size has become much

more overt in recent years, making it a salient and signifi-

cant factor in consumers’ purchase decisions. Taking ad-

vantage of this sentiment, American Express created Small

Business Saturday, which has established itself as a major
shopping holiday (Tozzi 2012). Tax deductions and other
financial incentives for small businesses were also central
issues in the 2016 US presidential elections. Reflecting this
increased focus on company size, recent research has ex-
plored the underlying factors driving consumers’ support
for small versus large companies. For instance, Thompson
and Arsel (2004) found that consumers’ fervent support of
small, locally owned coffee shops is often driven by their
desire to support the “little guy” and their discomfort with
the power wielded by the multinational coffee company
Starbucks. Exploring this further, Paharia, Avery, and
Keinan (2014) showed that consumers are more likely to
support small companies when a large, dominant competi-
tor is made salient, because doing so allows them to ex-
press their anti-global-conglomerate views and influence
the marketplace.

In this research, we continue to explore how the compet-
itive environment in which a company resides influences
consumers’ purchase decisions. Rather than explore the
reasons why consumers may be motivated to support small
versus large companies, we examine how the perceived
power disadvantage of small companies compared to their
larger competitors might shape consumers’ expectations
for how a company should behave. Ironically, the disad-
vantaged position of small companies that often draws con-
sumer support under normal circumstances, as noted by
prior research (Paharia et al. 2014; Thompson and Arsel
2004), may also make small relative to large companies
more vulnerable when certain transgressions and failures
occur. Next, we discuss prior research on social power and
company perceptions to explain why company size leads to
different expectations of a company’s communion but not
agency, which in turn differentially affect consumer
responses to negative firm behaviors.

Power and Expectations of Communion/Agency

Prior research in the social power and stereotypes litera-
tures suggests that low power is associated with high com-
munion while high power is tied to high agency. Power is
generally defined as having the ability to influence others
by controlling important resources (Keltner, Gruenfeld,
and Anderson 2003). Communion refers to an emotional,
interpersonal orientation that considers others’ thinking
and needs, while agency reflects an assertive, instrumental
orientation associated with effective, decisive behavior
aimed at getting things done (Bakan 1966). Prior research
notes that low power fosters a communal orientation be-
cause the powerless have little control over their own out-
comes and lack the ability to act independently and pursue
their own goals, so they must pay close attention to the
behaviors and needs of others to survive (Galinsky,
Gruenfeld, and Magee 2003; Keltner et al. 2003). In con-
trast, high power fosters agentic behavior because the
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powerful can remain independent from the influence of
others and have the freedom to pursue their own interests
(Kipnis 1972; Rucker et al. 2012). Because others’ behav-
iors are typically attributed to dispositional rather than situ-
ational factors (Jones and Harris 1967), the behaviors of
low- and high-power groups are attributed to dispositional
characteristics such that low- and high-power groups are
expected to be communal and agentic, respectively
(Conway et al. 1996). Accordingly, for various social ster-
eotypes, the weaker, low-power group is linked to commu-
nion while the stronger, high-power group is tied to
agency, such as stereotypes for women versus men (Eagly,
Wood and Diekman 2000), the poor versus rich
(Christopher and Schlenker 2000), and small versus large
countries (Poppe and Linssen 1999).

We note that different labels have been used to denote
the two fundamental content dimensions related to social
judgment. For instance, the power literature primarily
employs a distinction between “communion” and “agency”
(Rucker et al. 2012) while the stereotypes literature prefers
to distinguish between “warmth” and “competence” (Fiske
et al. 2002). In an editorial, researchers studying these two
fundamental dimensions from various perspectives note
that the communion/warmth dimension is defined and
operationalized very similarly across different research
areas, and hence the two labels are often seen as inter-
changeable (Abele et al. 2008). However, the researchers
note that while conceptualizations of both agency and com-
petence include traits related to ability (e.g., effective, or-
ganized; Abele et al. 2008), research using the term agency
additionally emphasizes an assertive, instrumental orienta-
tion aimed at getting things done (e.g., decisive, persistent;
Abele and Wojciszke 2007). In this way, the construct of
agency covers a wider range of traits, encompassing those
related to competence as well as those related to goal
achievement (Abele et al. 2008). Our theorizing draws
heavily from the power literature that uses the terms com-
munion and agency. Moreover, the focus on instrumental-
ity and getting things done emphasized by prior
conceptualizations of agency reflects how many companies
behave in the competitive marketplace. Therefore, we
choose to use the terms communion and agency rather than
warmth and competence in our conceptualization.

Expectations of Companies

Diverging from prior work focused on people’s percep-
tions of other people, our research is focused on under-
standing how perceptions of size and power might
influence consumers’ expectations of companies—a con-
text that has not been examined in previous research to the
best of our knowledge. We posit that when it comes to the
perception of companies, company size and the consequent
perceptions of power are likely to shape expectations of
the company’s communion. However, consumers may

expect all companies, regardless of size and power, to pos-
sess similarly high levels of agency. We next explain the
reasoning behind our predictions.

Expectations of Communion. We predict that consum-
ers will come to expect higher levels of communion from
small versus large companies because these firms differ
significantly in marketplace power. Small firms typically
have fewer resources than their larger counterparts and
tend to be at a competitive disadvantage in terms of price,
product variety, brand awareness, and other factors that
drive consumer choice (Paharia et al. 2014). To navigate
the competitive environment, small companies must pay
close attention to other, more powerful firms (Ailawadi
et al. 2010; Shankar 1999). Moreover, to attract and keep
customers, small companies must pay close attention to
customers’ needs and build brand loyalty through warm,
trust-based relationships (Malone and Fiske 2013). In con-
trast, large companies often have asymmetric control over
valued resources (e.g., money, knowledge, supplier rela-
tionships), which gives them a disproportionate amount of
power and allows them to act with little consideration of
others (Scherer and Ross 1990; Schmalensee 1989). Large
companies can pressure and demand more of their business
partners, as well as aggressively pursue their competitors
in the marketplace (Mukherji et al. 2011; Neumark, Zhang,
and Ciccarella 2008). We posit that, much like how they
develop stereotypes applied to people as discussed earlier,
consumers develop the expectation that small companies
are more communal than large companies by observing
how power shapes the behaviors of small and large compa-
nies in the marketplace.

As high communion is inherently positive (Abele and
Wojciszke 2014; Suitner and Maass 2008), behaviors that
violate these expectations will result in outcomes that are
more negative than anticipated. Since favorable expecta-
tions create frames of reference against which consumers
make comparative judgments of a company’s actions, the
aversiveness of negative outcomes is enhanced by the un-
anticipated nature of expectancy-violating behaviors
(Mellers et al. 1997). Negative expectancy violations are
surprising and disruptive because they signal uncertainty
and suggest an inability to predict others’ behaviors and
avoid negative outcomes (Bettencourt et al. 1997; Olson,
Roese, and Zanna 1996). In consumer-brand relationships,
violations of brand personality traits (Aaker et al. 2004)
and relationship norms (Aggarwal 2004) can also nega-
tively impact consumers’ purchase intentions and evalua-
tions. Therefore, to the extent that exhibiting low
communion is more inconsistent with consumers’ expecta-
tions of small versus large companies, we predict that a
small company will be penalized more harshly than a large
company for engaging in the same low-communion behav-
ior. Furthermore, based on our conceptualization, we be-
lieve that a perceived violation of expectations should
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drive these differential reactions to the low-communion
behaviors of small versus large companies.

Expectations of Agency. Extensive research in psychol-
ogy finds that people tend to expect high agency from
high-power social groups (Conway et al. 1996). Since large
companies are often powerful players in the marketplace,
one might predict that consumers expect higher agency
from large relative to small companies. However, we ex-
amine perceptions of companies that are commercial in na-
ture and inherently focused on competing in the
marketplace. In this context, we propose that consumers
expect high levels of agency from all companies, regard-
less of size, for three main reasons. First, research on un-
derdog brands suggests that small companies can be
associated with high agency. By refusing to be held back
by their disadvantaged positions and persevering in the
face of daunting obstacles (Paharia et al. 2011), underdogs
demonstrate many agentic traits, such as ambition, persis-
tence, and determination. Given that a brand’s underdog
status can be inferred from its small size and weak market
standing (Hoch and Deighton 1989), consumers may also
expect small companies to exhibit high agency.

Second, to survive and remain profitable in a highly
competitive market, all companies must possess agentic
traits, such as competence and efficiency, to effectively de-
liver quality products that consumers value (Slater and
Narver 1994). Put differently, possessing competence and
effectiveness (i.e., agentic qualities) can signal to consum-
ers a company’s high-quality product offerings (Aaker
et al. 2010; Goldsmith, Lafferty, and Newell 2000). If con-
sumers believe agency is necessary for a company’s sur-
vival and profitability in the marketplace, they may also
expect that all companies, small and large, possess high
levels of agency. Finally, competence, a set of traits that
falls under the agency domain, is a stronger predictor of
consumer satisfaction and purchase behaviors than warmth
and morality, which fall under the communion domain.
When a service provider is inefficient or makes mistakes
related to agency, having a positive attitude or a smiling
face has little effect on customer quality perceptions and
satisfaction (Grandey et al. 2005). Moreover, when choos-
ing between service providers, consumers are more likely
to choose a competent service provider over a warm or
moral one (Kirmani et al. 2017). A company’s perceived
competence also has a greater impact on purchase behav-
iors than its perceived warmth, and this stronger influence
of competence on consumer preferences holds for both
large, well-known companies (e.g., Mozilla) as well as
small, lesser-known companies (e.g., World of Good or
GDitty; Aaker et al. 2010).

To the extent that agency-related traits are closely tied to
the core attributes consumers value in companies, we rea-
son that consumers are likely to take a company’s agency
for granted, expecting high agency from all companies.

Therefore, consumers may be less likely to differentiate be-

tween lower-power small and higher-power large compa-

nies in their expectations of agency. Consequently, if

consumers have high expectations of agency for both small

and large companies, then low-agency behavior will be

similarly (un)expected regardless of company size, result-

ing in comparable consumer responses. In other words,

when a company exhibits low agency, size may not influ-

ence consumers’ evaluations or purchase intentions.

OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

Across five studies, we test our proposed conceptualiza-

tion. In study 1, we examine the implications of size-based

expectations for real customer reactions by showing that

being perceived as a small relative to a large company can

lead to lower Yelp star ratings for low-communion behav-

iors, but similar ratings for low-agency behaviors. Then we

conduct controlled experiments to test our theoretical

framework, depicted in figures 1A and 1B. First, we dem-

onstrate that company size influences perceptions of mar-

ketplace power, which in turn drive expectations of a

company’s communion (figure 1A). However, consumers

hold high expectations of agency for both small and large

companies, mitigating any effect company size and power

may have in this domain. These effects hold regardless of

whether consumers consider small versus large companies

at the group level (study 2A) or individual firm level (study

2B). Next, we show that low-communion (but not low-

agency) behavior from a small company is seen as a greater

violation of expectations compared to the same behavior

from a large company, resulting in lower overall evalua-

tions of the small relative to large company (figure 1B).

This effect holds for both consumers’ brand evaluations

(study 3A) and purchase intentions (study 3B).

STUDY 1: THE EFFECT OF COMPANY

SIZE IN THE FIELD

To examine whether size-based expectations affect ac-

tual consumer responses to low-communion behaviors in

the marketplace, we compared the Yelp ratings of Peet’s

Coffee & Tea in two markets: Boston, where it is a rela-

tively smaller player, and San Francisco, where it is a rela-

tively larger player. We used the Yelp rating system as a

proxy for overall brand evaluation and coded user-written

reviews for mentions of communion and agency. We pre-

dicted that Yelp reviews mentioning low-communion be-

havior would have lower corresponding ratings when

Peet’s was perceived as relatively small versus large.

However, we predicted that perceptions of company size

would not affect Yelp ratings for reviews describing low-

agency behavior.
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Method

Of Peet’s 239 coffee shops, 183 are located in
California, with its remaining stores spread across eight
other states, where the number of stores ranges from three
to 14. We reasoned that Peet’s would be perceived as a rel-
atively large company (with its stronger store presence) in
the California market but a relatively small company in
other states. For the purposes of comparison, we focused
on two cities: San Francisco, California, where Peet’s has
26 locations, and Boston, Massachusetts, where Peet’s has
only six locations.1

Yelp Review Sample. We sought to extract Yelp
reviews (text and star ratings, with five stars being most fa-
vorable) posted over the three-year period from June 1,
2013, to June 8, 2016. Two Boston locations with the low-
est total number of reviews (seven and 17) did not have
reviews that went as far back as June 2013, so reviews for
these locations were not collected. Therefore, four Peet’s
locations in the Boston market made up the stores for the
small-company condition. For the large-company condi-
tion, four locations in the San Francisco market were ran-
domly selected such that these locations had comparable
average star ratings and total number of reviews. For these

eight Peet’s store locations across the two cities, there were

243 reviews total (113 for Boston, 130 for San Francisco)

covering the three-year period, all of which were extracted

for this study. The average star rating for our Boston sam-

ple of reviews was neutral (M¼ 3.29, SD¼ 1.37); 30%

were negative (one to two star), 19% were neutral (three

star), and 51% were positive (four to five star). The aver-

age star rating for our San Francisco sample was also neu-

tral (M¼ 3.43, SD¼ 1.37); 26% were negative, 16% were

neutral, and 58% were positive. The Boston and San

Francisco locations in our sample did not differ in average

star rating (F(1, 241)¼ .62, NS).2

Coding. Two independent coders blind to our hypothe-

sis were instructed to determine whether each Yelp review

mentioned behavior related to communion and agency,

which were defined for them by specific traits drawn from

prior research (Abele and Bruckmüller 2011; Abele and

Wojciszke 2014). For each review, coders classified the re-

view as mentioning low communion, high communion, or

neutral. An analogous classification was done for agency

(i.e., low agency, high agency, or neutral; see appendix A

for traits used and review excerpts). Other than the review

text, no other information was provided to our coders.

Intercoder reliability was reasonable (rCommunion¼ .81,

rAgency¼ .72), and any disagreements were resolved by a

third independent coder. For the communion classification,

17% of reviews were classified as low communion, 48% as

high communion, and 35% as neutral. For the agency clas-

sification, 29% of reviews were classified as low agency,

56% as high agency, and 15% as neutral.

Results and Discussion

Yelp Ratings. We predicted that when Yelp reviewers

mentioned low communion, they would give lower ratings

if the store was perceived as small (i.e., located in Boston)

compared to when it was perceived as large (i.e., located in

San Francisco). We did not expect perceived company size

to influence Yelp ratings for any other condition. We fully

crossed our three independent variables in a regression

model: perceived company size (small¼ 0, large¼ 1), com-

munion classification (low¼ –1, neutral¼ 0, high¼ 1), and

agency classification (low¼ –1, neutral¼ 0, high¼ 1).

Yelp rating served as the dependent variable. Since we pre-

dicted perceived company size would have an effect only

when low communion was mentioned, we anticipated that

the size � communion classification interaction would be

significant. Analysis revealed significant main effects of

communion (b¼ .84; t(235)¼ 6.04, p< .0001) and agency

FIGURE 1A

COMPANY SIZE-BASED EXPECTATIONS DRIVEN BY POWER

FIGURE 1B

CONSUMER REACTIONS TO COMPANY TRANSGRESSIONS
DRIVEN BY EXPECTANCY VIOLATIONS

1 All Peet’s store locations in Massachusetts are in Boston. A pretest
using Amazon Mechanical Turk (N¼ 86, Mage¼ 35.86, 42% female)
confirmed that consumers living in California perceived Peet’s as a
larger company (1¼ very small in size and 9¼ very large in size) rela-
tive to consumers living in Massachusetts (MCA¼ 5.77, SD¼ 1.91,
MMA¼ 4.95, SD¼ 1.72; F(1, 83)¼ 3.96, p< .05).

2 Across all 32 Peet’s store locations (i.e., the total population in our
two chosen cities: six stores in Boston and 26 in Los Angeles), there
was also no difference in average star ratings for the San Francisco
(M¼ 3.76, SD¼ .34) versus Boston locations (M¼ 3.75, SD¼ .38;
F(1, 30) ¼ .01, NS).
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classification (b¼ .76, SE¼ .11; t(235)¼ 6.87, p< .0001).
Importantly, the key size � communion interaction was sig-
nificant (b¼ –.38, SE¼ .19; t(235)¼ –2.02, p< .05). No
other effects were significant. When reviewers mentioned
behavior related to low communion, stores perceived as
small received lower Yelp ratings than those perceived as
large (t(235)¼ 2.21, p< .03; see table 1). Perceived com-
pany size had no effect on Yelp ratings when behavior
related to low agency was mentioned (t(235)¼ .74, NS) or
for any other classification (ps> .25).

Discussion. The results of this study provide initial
support for our conceptual model, with Yelp ratings as a
measure of customer evaluations and naturalistic manipula-
tions of company size and behavior. Only when customer
reviews indicated that Peet’s exhibited low communion did
company size have an effect: customers provided lower
ratings when Peet’s was perceived as small versus large.
Since Peet’s was founded in California, arguably it may be
a more beloved brand in San Francisco than in Boston,
making brand strength and familiarity potential confounds
in this field study. However, this alternative explanation
would predict overall higher Yelp ratings for San
Francisco (large) versus Boston (small) locations, regard-
less of behavior type or valence; however, we did not ob-
serve a main effect of perceived company size. In any case,
we conducted a number of controlled experiments to pro-
vide direct evidence for our proposed conceptualization
and the underlying process.

STUDY 2A: COMMUNION AND AGENCY
EXPECTATIONS

Study 2A was designed to demonstrate that company
size drives perceptions of power, which in turn influence
consumers’ expectations, but only in the communion do-
main. We had participants rate the extent to which commu-
nion and agency traits were typical of small (or large)
companies. In addition, to provide a benchmark for partici-
pants’ communion and agency expectations, we also asked
the same participants to rate the extent to which the same
communal and agentic traits were typical of companies in
general. Doing so also allowed us to determine whether
consumers had especially high expectations of communion

from small companies, or especially low expectations of
communion from large companies, or both.

Method

Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) workers residing in
the United States (N¼ 198, Mage¼ 38.08, 44% female)
were randomly assigned to answer questions regarding
their opinions of small or large companies (sample size
was preset at approximately 200). They were presented
with traits related to low communion (cold, unfriendly, dis-
honest; a¼ .96), high communion (ethical, kind, under-
standing; a¼ .91), low agency (incompetent, ineffective,
inefficient; a¼ .93), and high agency (capable, decisive,
organized; a¼ .80; Abele and Bruckmüller 2011;
Abele et al. 2008). Participants were asked “how typical is
it that small (large) companies possess each of these char-
acteristics” (1¼ very atypical, 9¼ very typical). All partic-
ipants, regardless of size condition, also provided
typicality ratings for “companies in general” for the same
traits. The order in which small (large) companies and
companies in general were rated was counterbalanced.
Following prior conceptualizations of power (Keltner et al.
2003; Rucker et al. 2012), we developed a six-item power
score to tap into perceptions of a company’s ability to control
others’ outcomes and to behave independently in the market-
place (a¼ .91; see appendix B). The order in which the trait
and power measures were completed was counterbalanced.
At the end of this and all studies, participants reported their
gender and age, which had no significant effects on any of
our results and will not be discussed further; no participants
were dropped from this or any other analysis.

Results and Discussion

Factor Analysis. We conducted exploratory factor
analysis with varimax rotation on all dependent variables,
revealing five factors with eigenvalues greater than one,
which consisted of low communion, high communion, low
agency, high agency, and power (see web appendix A for
factor loadings). Given this factor pattern, we analyzed rat-
ings of low and high communion and agency separately.

Companies in General. We first examined participants’
ratings of companies in general to gauge baseline

TABLE 1

STUDY 1: YELP RATING AS A FUNCTION OF COMPANY SIZE AND BEHAVIOR

Low communion Neutral High communion Low agency Neutral High agency

Small company
(Boston)

1.88 (.75) 2.99 (1.17) 3.64 (.94) 2.13 (.98) 2.68 (1.44) 3.70 (.82)

Large company
(San Francisco)

2.58 (1.26) 3.02 (1.41) 3.52 (1.11) 2.30 (1.18) 3.08 (1.39) 3.74 (1.04)

Note.— Standard deviations indicated in parentheses.
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expectations of communion and agency. Although all par-
ticipants rated companies in general regardless of size con-
dition, we included company size as a factor to ensure
participants rating small versus large companies did not
rate companies in general differently. Therefore, we con-
ducted a 2 (company size condition: small vs. large,
between-subjects) � 2 (trait dimension: communion vs.
agency, within-subjects) � 2 (trait level: low vs. high,
within-subjects) mixed design ANOVA that revealed only
a main effect of trait level (F(1, 588)¼ 84.05, p< .0001)
and a trait dimension � trait level interaction (F(1,
588)¼ 143.78, p< .0001; see figure 2). Participants rated
high-communion traits as less typical than low-communion
traits (MHigh¼ 4.73, SD¼ 1.57 vs. MLow¼ 5.10,
SD¼ 1.92; F(1, 588)¼ –2.00, p< .05). While ratings of
high communion were lower than the scale midpoint of
five (t(197)¼ –2.36, p< .05), ratings of low communion
were not significantly different (t(197)¼ .74, NS). In the
agency domain, participants rated high-agency traits as
more typical than low-agency traits (MHigh¼ 6.40,
SD¼ 1.52 vs. MLow¼ 3.68, SD¼ 1.65; F(1, 588)¼ 14.96,
p< .0001). Notably, ratings of high agency were above
(t(197)¼ 12.99, p< .0001), while ratings of low agency
were below, the scale midpoint (t(197)¼ –11.30,
p< .0001). These results suggest that participants have
moderate expectations of communion but high expecta-
tions of agency for companies in general.

Small versus Large Companies. The same mixed-de-
sign ANOVA on ratings for small versus large companies
revealed the following effects: company size (F(1,
588)¼ 3.44, p¼ .06), trait level (F(1, 588)¼ 269.32,
p< .0001), company size � trait dimension (F(1,
588)¼ 98.98, p< .0001), and trait dimension � trait level
(F(1, 588)¼ 39.27, p< .0001). These effects were quali-
fied by the significant three-way interaction (F(1,
744)¼ 137.26, p< .0001; see figure 3). Supporting our
prediction that small companies are expected to be more
communal than large companies, high-communion trait
ratings were higher (MSmall¼ 6.69, SD¼ 1.58 vs.
MLarge¼ 4.38, SD¼ 1.51; F(1, 588)¼ 85.56, p< .0001)
and low-communion trait ratings were lower for small ver-
sus large companies (MSmall¼ 2.83, SD¼ 1.50 vs.
MLarge¼ 5.70, SD¼ 2.08; F(1, 588)¼ 131.56, p< .0001).
Moreover, small companies received above-midpoint rat-
ings for high communion (t(197)¼ 10.64, p< .0001) but
below-midpoint ratings for low communion (t(197)¼
–14.38, p< .0001). Large companies received the opposite,
with below-midpoint ratings for high communion
(t(197)¼ –4.09, p< .0001) and above-midpoint ratings for
low communion (t(197)¼ 3.34, p< .01). In contrast, small
and large companies did not receive different high-agency
trait ratings (MSmall¼ 6.25, SD¼ 1.26 vs. MLarge¼ 6.54,
SD¼ 1.52; F(1, 588)¼ 1.35, NS) or low-agency trait rat-
ings (MSmall¼ 3.53, SD¼1.51 vs. MLarge¼ 3.61,

SD¼ 2.03; F(1, 588)¼ .12, NS). Mirroring ratings for
companies in general, both small and large companies re-
ceived above-midpoint ratings for high agency (small:
t(197)¼ 9.89, p< .0001; large: t(197)¼ 10.10, p< .0001)
and below-midpoint ratings for low agency (small:
t(197)¼ –9.74, p< .0001; large: t(197)¼ –6.83,
p< .0001). In sum, participants expected high communion
from small companies and moderately low communion
from large companies, but expected high agency from both
small and large companies.

Small and Large Companies versus Companies in
General. Next, we determined whether expectations of
small and large companies differed from those of compa-
nies in general. Relative to companies in general, small
companies were rated higher on high communion
(MDifference¼ 2.02, SD¼ 1.93; t(98)¼ 10.38, p< .0001)
and lower on low communion (MDifference¼ –2.25,
SD¼ 2.02; t(98)¼ –11.07, p< .0001), confirming that
small companies are strongly expected to exhibit high
communion and also strongly expected not to exhibit low
communion. In contrast, relative to companies in general,
large companies were rated lower on high communion
(MDifference¼ –.42, SD¼ 1.22; t(98)¼ –3.44, p< .001) and
higher on low communion (MDifference¼ .59, SD¼ 1.66;
t(98)¼ 3.51, p< .001), suggesting that there are some
expectations for large companies to exhibit moderately low
levels of communion. Analysis of agency ratings indicated
that expectations of both small and large companies
mapped closely to those of companies in general. Neither
small (high agency: MDifference¼ –.14, SD¼ 1.74; t(98)¼
–.83, NS; low agency: MDifference¼ –.14, SD¼ 1.82;
t(98)¼ –.77, NS) nor large companies (high agency:
MDifference¼ .13, SD¼ 1.04; t(98)¼ 1.29, NS; low agency:
MDifference¼ –.07, SD¼ 1.37; t(98)¼ –.51, NS) were rated
differently on low- or high-agency traits compared to com-
panies in general. To compare small versus large compa-
nies, we applied the same mixed ANOVA as above to
relative trait ratings (which we calculated by subtracting
ratings for companies in general from ratings for small or
large companies). Lower-order effects were qualified by
the significant three-way interaction (F(1, 588)¼ 121.11,
p< .0001, see figure 4). Relative high-communion trait rat-
ings were higher (F(1, 588)¼ 96.04, p< .0001) and relative
low-communion trait ratings were lower for small versus
large companies (F(1, 588)¼ 129.96, p< .0001). Small and
large companies did not receive different levels of relative
high- or low-agency trait ratings (Fs< 1.25, ps> .20).

Mediation by Power. Next, we examined whether per-
ceptions of power accounted for consumers’ higher expect-
ations of communion for small companies as well as their
lower expectations of communion for large companies. A
one-way ANOVA on power confirmed that small relative
to large companies were perceived as possessing less
power (MSmall¼ 4.56, SD¼ 1.34 vs. MLarge¼ 7.22,
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SD¼ 1.17; F(1, 249)¼ 220.90, p< .0001). Consistent with
our predictions, mediation analysis revealed that power
mediated the effect of company size (small¼ 0, large¼ 1)

on relative ratings of high communion (B¼ –.62
CI95: –1.19, –.11) and low communion (B¼ 1.18, CI95:
.53, 1.86) such that the lower power attributed to small (vs.
large) companies led to higher relative ratings of high com-
munion and lower relative ratings of low communion

(model 4; Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 2007). We found
no mediation by power for relative ratings of high agency
(B¼ .14, CI95: –.40, .68) or low agency (B¼ –.15, CI95:
–.66, .40). Supporting our conceptualization, study 2A

shows that company size influences perceptions of power,

which in turn drive consumers’ expectations of communion

but not agency.

Follow-up Study 2B. We conducted a follow-up study

2B to demonstrate that these size-based expectations also

held for consumers’ assessments of a specific small or

large company rather than for just the abstract conceptuali-

zation of small or large companies as was operationalized

in study 2A (see web appendix B for full description). The

focal company Lee & Sons (a luggage company) was made

to appear much smaller or larger in comparison to its com-

petitors. We also included a control condition in which Lee

& Sons appeared similar in size relative to its competitors.

FIGURE 2

STUDY 2A: TRAIT TYPICALITY OF COMPANIES IN GENERAL AS A FUNCTION OF COMPANY SIZE CONDITION, TRAIT DIMENSION,
AND TRAIT LEVEL

NOTE.— THE DOTTED LINE DENOTES THE SCALE MIDPOINT OF 5.

FIGURE 3

STUDY 2A: TRAIT TYPICALITY AS A FUNCTION OF COMPANY SIZE, TRAIT DIMENSION, AND TRAIT LEVEL

NOTE.— THE DOTTED LINE DENOTES THE SCALE MIDPOINT OF 5.
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Furthermore, for this study, we employed an expanded list

of items to assess power, communion, and agency. Results

showed that, as expected and consistent with the results of

study 2A, Lee & Sons was rated higher on communion

when it was perceived as small versus large. Furthermore,

compared to the control condition, being perceived as

small increased expectations of communion, while being

perceived as large decreased expectations of communion.

Mediation analysis found that perceptions of power drove

the extent to which the small-company condition garnered

higher communion ratings than both the large-company

and control conditions. In contrast, Lee & Sons was rated

equally high on agency regardless of size perceptions.

Discussion. Studies 2A and 2B demonstrate that when

consumers consider companies both at the group and indi-

vidual levels, perceptions of company size drive percep-

tions of power, which in turn shape expectations of

communion. In both studies, expectations for the high

communion of small companies appeared to be the stron-

gest, which suggests that consumers would experience the

greatest expectancy violations and respond the most nega-

tively when a small company exhibits low communion.

These studies also suggest that expectations of agency for

both small and large companies are fairly high, and inde-

pendent of company size. Therefore, when a company

exhibits low agency, size should not affect consumers’ per-

ceived expectancy violations and their subsequent

responses. In our remaining studies, we test these implica-

tions directly by exploring the consequences of companies

exhibiting low-communion and low-agency behavior and

the mediating role of consumers’ expectancy violations.

STUDY 3A: EVALUATIONS OF LOW
COMMUNION AND LOW AGENCY

Having established that consumers expect high commu-
nion from small but not large companies, we investigate
how consumers respond when a small versus large company
violates these expectations. We predict that when a com-

pany exhibits low-communion behavior, the company will
be penalized more severely if it is perceived as small rela-
tive to large. Because consumers hold different size-based
expectations only in the communion domain, we do not an-
ticipate a size effect when a company exhibits low-agency
behavior. In study 3A, we manipulated relative size percep-
tions and examined participants’ evaluations of a hypotheti-
cal pet food retailer, PawStop, that received customer

reviews indicating either low-communion or low-agency
behavior. Moreover, this study tested whether consumers’
more negative responses to the low-communion behaviors
of a small company were driven by expectancy violations.

Method

We recruited 199 MTurk workers residing in the United
States (sample size preset at approximately 200;
Mage¼ 36.32, 47% female). The study used a 2 (company
size: small vs. large)� 2(behavior: low communion vs. low
agency) between-subjects design. Participants were told that

they would be assigned to evaluate one of three different
pet food retailers, but all participants evaluated PawStop.

Size Manipulation. We sought to change perceptions
of relative size rather than create absolute differences
across conditions. According to prior research, features dis-
tinguishing the evaluation target from others (e.g., a
woman in an otherwise all-male group) are likely to be

used as a basis for categorization, and once categorization

FIGURE 4

STUDY 2A – RELATIVE TRAIT TYPICALITY AS A FUNCTION OF COMPANY SIZE, TRAIT DIMENSION, AND TRAIT LEVEL
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has occurred, relevant expectations become activated and
can influence subsequent judgments (Fiske and Neuberg
1990; Pettigrew and Martin 1987; Taylor et al. 1978).
Using this insight, we had participants read business pro-
files of three pet food retailers, which included numerous
details about each company’s philosophy and products.
While all participants were informed that PawStop had a
revenue of $3.1 million, net income of $800,000, and 60
employees, these statistics for the other two companies
(Chewy and EntirelyPets) were changed such that PawStop
appeared larger or smaller in comparison (Paharia et al.
2014). In the large-company condition, the other two com-
panies were presented as being much smaller (e.g.,
$505,000 in revenue, $99,000 in net income, four employ-
ees), whereas in the small-company condition, the other
two firms were presented as being much larger (e.g., $505
million in revenue, $3.9 million in net income, 200 employ-
ees). In this way, we manipulated the perceived size of
PawStop while exposing participants across all conditions
to the same information regarding this focal company. Web
appendix C provides details on stimuli and results of a pre-
test showing that the size manipulation was successful and
activated higher expectations of communion but not agency
in the small- versus large-company conditions.

Communion/Agency Manipulation. Incorporating the
common consumer practice of consulting online reviews to
help make purchase decisions (Kupor and Tormala 2018),
we presented participants with quantitative customer rat-
ings ranging from one to five stars (five stars¼most favor-
able). Filler ratings on purchase policies were identically
high across all conditions. The key manipulation was con-
tained in the low customer service ratings. In the low-com-
munion condition, PawStop received low ratings on
friendliness, sincerity, and helpfulness, while in the low-
agency condition, PawStop received low ratings on effec-
tiveness, competence, and organization (see appendix C
for stimuli and web appendix C for a pretest).

Measures. Participants completed four items assessing
their evaluations of PawStop by indicating how likeable,
positive, good, and appealing PawStop was (e.g., 1¼ very
bad, 9¼ very good; a¼ .96). Then they completed a mea-
sure of expectancy violations by rating how much the com-
pany’s behavior was expected, was typical, and fit their
beliefs (e.g., 1¼ very atypical, 9¼ very typical; a¼ .90;
Bettencourt et al. 1997). For ease of interpretation, these
items were reverse-scored such that higher values reflected
greater expectancy violations. Participants also completed
a size manipulation check (1¼ very small in size, 9¼ very
large in size) and familiarity ratings (1¼ not at all familiar,
9¼ very familiar) for their perceptions of PawStop.3

Results and Discussion

Checks. For size ratings, there was only the expected
main effect of company size (MSmall¼ 3.56, SD¼ 1.79 vs.
MLarge¼ 5.58, SD¼ 2.05; F(1, 195)¼ 54.41, p< .05). For
familiarity ratings, there were no significant effects
(Fs< .27); consistent with PawStop being a hypothetical
company, familiarity ratings were low (M¼ 1.82,
SD¼ 1.71).

Brand Evaluations. We tested our prediction that a
small relative to large company would receive lower evalu-
ations for exhibiting low communion but not low agency.
We conducted a 2 (company size: small vs. large)� 2(be-
havior: low communion vs. low agency) ANOVA on par-
ticipants’ brand evaluations. There were no main effects of
company size (F(1, 195)¼ .92, NS) or rating (F(1,
195)¼ .18, NS) but a significant two-way interaction (F(1,
195)¼ 3.89, p< .05; see figure 5). As predicted, when
PawStop exhibited low communion, brand evaluations
were lower when PawStop was perceived as small versus
large (MSmall¼ 3.66, SD¼ 1.66 vs. MLarge¼ 4.38,
SD¼ 1.80; F(1, 195)¼ 4.19, p< .05). However, when
PawStop exhibited low agency, brand evaluations were no
longer affected by company size (MSmall¼ 4.25, SD¼ 1.89
vs. MLarge¼ 4.00, SD¼ 1.55; F(1, 195)¼ .53, NS).
Moreover, when PawStop was perceived as small, the com-
pany garnered marginally lower evaluations for exhibiting
low communion versus agency (F(1, 195)¼ 2.87, p¼ .09);
however, when PawStop was perceived as large, evalua-
tions were not significantly different (F(1, 195)¼ 1.20,
p¼ .27).

Mediating Role of Expectancy Violations. We pre-
dicted that expectancy violations would mediate the effect
of company size on evaluations when PawStop exhibited
low communion but not low agency. We first conducted
the same ANOVA as above to test whether exhibiting low
communion elicited stronger expectancy violations when
the company was small relative to large. There were no
main effects of company size (F(1, 195)¼ 1.84, NS) or be-
havior (F(1, 195)¼ 1.07, NS) but a significant two-way in-
teraction (F(1, 195)¼ 8.91, p< .01; see figure 5). When
PawStop exhibited low communion, participants indicated
greater expectancy violations when it was perceived as
small versus large (MSmall¼ 6.38, SD¼ 1.54 vs.
MLarge¼ 5.35, SD¼ 1.58; F(1, 195)¼ 9.81, p< .01).
However, when PawStop exhibited low agency, there was
no longer a company size effect (MSmall¼ 5.43, SD¼ 1.76
vs. MLarge¼ 5.81, SD¼ 1.73; F(1, 195)¼ 1.36, NS).
Moreover, when PawStop was perceived as small, partici-
pants indicated greater expectancy violations when the

3 An attention check asked, “In the customer service ratings for
PawStop, which attribute received the lowest rating?” with choices 1)
Return Policies, 2) Customer Service Sincerity, 3) Customer Service

Competence, 4) Sales and Coupons. This attention check was failed
by 17% of participants; however, omitting participants who failed the
check did not alter the pattern of our results, so we retained all partici-
pants in our analyses.
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firm exhibited low communion versus low agency
(F(1, 195)¼ 8.02, p< .01); when the firm was perceived as
large, expectancy violations were not significantly differ-
ent for low-communion versus low-agency behavior
(F(1, 195)¼ 1.92, p¼ .17).

Next, showing discriminant validity between our two
measures, an exploratory factor analysis with varimax rota-
tion yielded two factors that loaded separately on brand
evaluations and expectancy violations (see web appendix
C). Then we conducted moderated mediation analysis
where company size served as the independent variable
(small¼ 0, large¼ 1), expectancy violations as the media-
tor, behavior type as the moderator (low communion¼ 0,
low agency¼ 1), and brand evaluations as the dependent
variable. Bootstrap analysis (model 8; Preacher et al. 2007)
found a significant positive indirect effect of company size
on brand evaluations through expectancy violations but
only when PawStop exhibited low communion (B¼ .58,
95% CI: .23, 1.01) and not when it exhibited low agency
(B¼ –.22, 95% CI: –.64, .15). The index of moderated me-
diation was also significant (95% CI: –1.43, –.26), indicat-
ing that the indirect effect of company size was
significantly different in the two behavior type conditions.

Follow-up Study 3B. To ensure that this pattern of
effects was not specific to the product category or manipu-
lations used in study 3A, we tested whether these results
held for a different sample (undergraduate students), prod-
uct category (chocolate), behavior manipulation (qualitative
reviews), and dependent variable (purchase intentions; see
web appendix D for full description). We used the same rel-
ative size manipulation to introduce participants to the focal
company, Dagoba Chocolate. Participants read customer
reviews modeled off Amazon.com, which included a

qualitative assessment of the company in addition to a

quantitative star rating. Dagoba was described as exhibiting

low communion (disregarding customer needs) or low

agency (having inconsistent quality). As predicted, pur-

chase intentions were lower when Dagoba was perceived as

small versus large but only when Dagoba exhibited low

communion and not when it exhibited low agency. Again,

expectancy violations mediated the effect of company size

on purchase intentions. Therefore, this additional study rep-

licated the negative effect that low-communion behavior

has on consumers’ evaluations of a small versus large

company.

Discussion. Consistent with our predictions, we find

that exhibiting low communion elicits stronger expec-

tancy violations and lower evaluations for a small rela-

tive to a large company. However, when a company

exhibits low-agency behavior, company size no longer

affects expectancy violations or brand evaluations. By

using a relative manipulation of company size, we held

constant the information related to the focal company,

indicating that it is the perception of company size

(rather than absolute size) that drives our effects. We

also manipulated perceptions of communion and agency

using customer reviews that approximated real consumer

experiences, enhancing the external validity of our stud-

ies. Importantly, by showing that the higher levels of ex-

pectancy violations elicited by the low communion of

the small relative to large company drove participants’

evaluations, these findings further demonstrate that con-

sumers’ expectations of high communion from small rel-

ative to large companies have important consumer and

marketplace consequences.

FIGURE 5

STUDY 3A – BRAND EVALUATIONS AND EXPECTANCY VIOLATIONS AS A FUNCTION OF COMPANY SIZE AND BEHAVIOR
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SINGLE-PAPER META-ANALYSES

To attain a more precise estimate of our effects, we per-
formed a series of single-paper meta-analyses (SPMs;
McShane and Bockenholt 2017). The first SPM included
four studies (studies 2A, 2B, and two additional studies)
and examined whether consumers expected higher levels
of communion but equal levels of agency from small ver-
sus large companies, as is proposed by the model in
figure 1A. Significant differences were found across small
versus large companies for ratings on communion traits
(d¼ 1.31, SE¼ .30, 95% CI: .72, 1.90) but not agency
traits (d¼ –.20, SE¼ .30, 95% CI: –.78, .38). Condition
estimates confirmed that small relative to large companies
were rated higher on communion (MSmall¼ 7.05 vs.
MLarge¼ 5.74) but equally high on agency (MSmall¼ 6.70
vs. MLarge¼ 6.90). The second SPM examined six studies
(studies 3A and 3B, plus four additional studies). We tested
whether low-communion but not low-agency behavior gar-
nered lower evaluations when a company was perceived as
small versus large, as is illustrated in figure 1B. When
companies engaged in low-communion behavior, signifi-
cant differences were found between ratings of small ver-
sus large companies on company evaluations (d¼ –.72,
SE¼ .14, 95% CI: –1.00, –.44), such that small companies
received lower evaluations than large companies
(MSmall¼ 3.80 vs. MLarge¼ 4.52). However, when compa-
nies exhibited low agency, the effects of company size
were not significant (d¼ .27, SE¼ .15, 95% CI: –.02, .56),
though large companies did directionally receive lower
evaluations than small companies (MSmall¼ 4.40 vs.
MLarge¼ 4.13). Web appendix E provides details on the
studies used in these SPMs and the results.

GENERAL DISCUSSION

We demonstrate that small relative to large companies
garner lower evaluations for engaging in low-communion
behaviors because consumers expect small companies to
be more communal than large companies. While consum-
ers’ higher expectations for small versus large companies
in the communion domain stem from perceived power dif-
ferences, these same power differences do not result in dif-
ferential expectations in the agency domain. Therefore,
when a company is perceived as small versus large, exhib-
iting low communion garners lower Yelp ratings, less fa-
vorable evaluations, and lower purchase intentions. Given
the weaker effect of company size on expectations of
agency, no significant effects of size emerge on consumer
evaluations when a company exhibits low agency. These
results are robust across various product categories (i.e.,
coffee, pet supplies, and chocolate) and levels of brand fa-
miliarity (i.e., well-known Peet’s, lesser-known Dagoba,
hypothetical PawStop). Moreover, our studies examine
company behaviors by measuring or varying the extent to

which online customer reviews mention low-communion
or low-agency behavior, a context closely aligned with real
customer experiences. Further highlighting the influence of
consumer expectations about company traits, heightened
expectancy violations elicited by the low communion of a
small company drive the disproportionately negative
responses from consumers.

Broadly speaking, this research contributes to the litera-
ture employing the “brand-as-person” metaphor to develop
conceptual tools that illuminate the nature of consumer-
brand interactions (Aggarwal 2004; Fournier 1998). While
past research has identified and delineated the content of
consumers’ expectations for different types of companies
(Aaker et al. 2010; Kervyn et al. 2012), our research
explains why consumers develop these expectations and
explores how consumers respond when these expectations
are violated. In this research, we explore when expecta-
tions about companies develop in a manner like those for
people and when these expectations diverge. Aligning with
the social perceptions of people in the communion domain,
expectations are based on how much power consumers be-
lieve companies possess, such that the lower perceived
power of small versus large companies drives higher
expectations of communion. Diverging from the social per-
ceptions of people in the agency domain, the effects of
company size and perceived power are mitigated because
consumers generally take a company’s high agency for
granted such that large versus small companies are
expected to be equally agentic.

Our findings also speak to research examining how
marketplace dynamics affect consumers’ support for indi-
vidual companies. Prior research has looked to consum-
ers’ personal beliefs and demonstrated that support for a
small versus large company can be driven by alignment
between the symbolic meaning of company size and con-
sumers’ personal values. For instance, consumers support
small, underdog brands because they personally identify
with the underdog narrative (Paharia et al. 2011), while
consumers support small, local coffee shops to reinforce
their anticommercialization beliefs (Thompson and Arsel
2004). Diverging from these perspectives, we suggest that
consumer support for small companies can also be guided
by expectations for how small companies ought to be-
have, regardless of consumers’ personal beliefs. We find
that while perceiving small companies as low in power
leads consumers to believe small companies possess
higher levels of communion, this also makes these compa-
nies especially vulnerable to consumer backlash when
they violate consumers’ expectations by exhibiting low
communion.

We also contribute to the literature examining consumer
reactions to firm transgressions. Prior research has primar-
ily focused on how consumers’ one-to-one interactions and
connections with a brand or company shape their reactions
to firm transgressions. For instance, product failures elicit
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stronger consumer backlash for brands with sincere versus
exciting brand personalities (Aaker et al. 2004), while poor
product performance accompanied by polite and respectful
interactions garners less negative reactions for brands fos-
tering communal versus exchange relationships with
consumers (Aggarwal and Larrick 2012). Although we
also take an interpersonal approach to understanding
consumers’ reactions, our perspective has an advantage
in that an ongoing consumer-brand relationship is not as-
sumed or required. In fact, we find that our effects occur
even when consumers have had no prior interactions
with a hypothetical company. Here, we find that con-
sumers rely on seemingly superficial but easily observ-
able characteristics like company size to inform their
expectations, which meaningfully shape their reactions
to negative firm behaviors.

Finally, while company size is readily observed and mea-
sured, our research highlights how perceptions of company
size can also be easily shaped through comparisons between
a focal company and salient competitors in the marketplace,
providing practitioners with powerful insights and market-
place nudges. Given that perceptions of size drive expecta-
tions of company traits (i.e., communion), companies may
have more control over consumers’ expectations than previ-
ously thought. For instance, a company may alleviate the
disadvantage of being small when low-communion trans-
gressions occur by strategically positioning itself relative to
much smaller competitors to appear larger and alter con-
sumer expectations. For instance, Samuel Adams is one of
the largest players in the US beer market but often positions
itself as being a small brewery relative to competitors like
Miller and Budweiser. If Samuel Adams is faced with bad
publicity regarding communion, it may face backlash from
consumers. To preempt this, Samuel Adams could position
itself relative to much smaller craft breweries to appear
larger in size, thereby reshaping consumers’ expectations.
We also uncover an uncanny advantage for companies per-
ceived as large and powerful: the ability to engage in low
communion without incurring extra punishment (relative to
smaller competitors). As large companies like Amazon enter
new product categories, they may be more resilient in the
face of potential brand failings related to communion. Even
though consumers may perceive Amazon as less warm and
friendly than its smaller competitors, they may punish
Amazon less than its smaller competitors when the inevita-
ble low-communion transgression occurs.

Our research also raises interesting questions for future
work. We find that consumers’ expectations for the high
communion of small companies seem to be the strongest
and most extreme. Expectations of communion for small
companies deviated the greatest from those of companies
in general, and the low-communion behavior of small com-
panies elicited the greatest expectancy violations when we
compared across all conditions. While our conceptualiza-
tion does not directly address why the communal

expectations for small companies are so strong, the social

power literature may provide insights into why this might

have occurred. Since people are less motivated to form ac-

curate and individuated impressions of low- relative to

high-powered individuals (D�epret and Fiske 1999; Fiske

and Neuberg 1990), consumers may rely more heavily on

their size-based expectations when forming impressions of

low-powered small companies because doing so requires

fewer cognitive resources. If this is the case, then the com-

munal expectations tied to small companies may become

stronger and more polarized as consumers repeatedly rely

on their expectations, rather than individuating informa-

tion, when forming their impressions of small companies

(Fiske and Neuberg 1990).
We also note that while our findings suggest that consum-

ers strongly associate small firms with communion, there

may be exceptions. For instance, startups are well known for

their cutthroat, aggressive culture (Manjoo 2017), so con-

sumers may come to expect startups, despite their small size,

to be low in communion. In the context of social stereotypes,

people often reconcile the unexpected behavior of a subset

of group members by creating a subtype that acknowl-

edges the exception to the rule but also preserves the

overarching stereotype (Kunda and Oleson 1995). For

example, while women are seen as high in communion,

professionally ambitious women are seen as low in com-

munion (Rudman and Glick 1999). If consumers’ expect-

ations of small companies are also hierarchical in nature,

then small startups may constitute a subtype of small

companies that are expected to be low on communion

but exceptionally high on agency. Future research could

also explore whether these expectations protect startups

from being penalized disproportionately for low-

communion behavior, but the “protective” ability of low-

communion expectations may be limited to more moder-

ate transgressions like the ones examined in our studies.
In conclusion, a growing body of research supports the

notion that consumers perceive brands and companies in

ways that both parallel and diverge from their perceptions

of people and social groups (Aaker et al. 2010; Kervyn

et al. 2012). This research demonstrates that perceptions of

a company’s relative size influence perceptions of its

power, which in turn drive consumers’ expectations and

subsequent preferences. In doing so, this research enriches

our understanding of what drive consumers’ expectations as

well as how they react to expectancy-violating behaviors.

DATA COLLECTION INFORMATION

Data for study 1 (Yelp reviews and star ratings) were

collected by a research assistant in June 2016 under the su-

pervision of the first author. Data for study 2A (March

2018), study 2B (May 2015), the study 2B pretest (January

2015), study 3A (December 2017), the study 3A pretests
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(February 2018), and the study 3B pretests (April 2016)

were collected online via MTurk by the first author. Data

for study 3B (April 2016), the Thrive Home Furnishings
study (September 2015), the PawStop study (April 2014),

and the Sherwood Coffee Co. study (March 2012) were

collected at the University of North Carolina Charlotte by
research assistants under the supervision of the first author.

Data for the Casemate study (June 2016) were collected in

the Management Department Behavioral Lab at the
University of Toronto by research assistants under the su-

pervision of the second author. The first author analyzed

all the data in consultation with the second author.

Appendix A: Study 1—Traits and Review

Excerpts

Communion traits: ethical, friendly, honest, kind, un-
derstanding, warm

Agency traits: competitive, decisive, effective, efficient,
forceful, organized

Low communion
“i get it they were busy but that’s no excuse for treating cus-

tomer in a bad way. This girl (white girl maybe 5.2 tall) don’t
know her name but she was the cashier she talked very rude, she
was rolling her eyes and was annoyed by what i was asking.”

Low agency
“Came in here around 6:30. Ordered a coffee-free drink

with almond milk. They made my drink with coffee not
once, but twice. I threw the drink in the garbage and
walked out the door. Never coming back. The employees
here need to learn their menu.”

Low communion and low agency
“Coffee is ok. But the barista is super rude. Same girl,

yelling at other customers & making the wrong drink.
Twice for me. Not returning for sure.”

High communion
“The staff here are always energetic and happy. They

recognize faces and orders after a while, and there is very
little turnover.”

High agency
“Quick and knowledgeable service! Best coffee in the

city and love my morning stops on my way to work.”
High communion and High agency
“Great flavorful coffee (yes better flavor than

Starbucks and Dunkin). Friendly helpful staff. Love
coming here.”

Neutral communion and agency
“I got my standard cup of black coffee. I wanted a

blonde roast, but the barista told me Peet’s only does
bolder dark roasts. I settled for it and found it to be satis-
factory. I wouldn’t say Peet’s is better than Starbucks, just
different. It’s just a matter of taste.”

Appendix B: Study 2A—Power Measure

All items were answered via nine-point scales with 1¼ not
at all, 9¼ very much.

How much influence do [small/large] companies have in
the marketplace?

How likely is it for [small/large] companies to become
leaders in the marketplace?

To what extent can [small/large] companies determine
what their competitors do (e.g., what product to launch, at
what price, etc.)?

To what extent can [small/large] companies behave the
same way regardless of what competitors are doing?

To what extent can [small/large] companies choose and
pursue their own goals and interests?

To what extent can [small/large] companies make others
(e.g., suppliers, customers, etc.) do things they would not
otherwise do?

Appendix C: Study 3A—Behavior Manipulation
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