
EXPECTATIONS, VIOLATIONS, ADAPTATIONS      1 

 

 

 

Expectations, Violations, Adaptations, and Trust 

in Interpersonal Communications Research 

Ciera Chapman 

Arizona State University 

  



EXPECTATIONS, VIOLATIONS, ADAPTATIONS      2 

Expectations, Violations, Adaptations, and Trust 

in Interpersonal Communications Research 

Countercultures existing across time and space are a testament to the idea that non-

conformity can be desirable. Bucking social norms isn’t always a good thing, but some excellent 

communication theories can help us discover when and how to defy expectations 

advantageously: expectation violations theory (EVT) and interaction adaptation theory (IAT). 

EVT and IAT are particularly valuable as theoretical frameworks for researching interpersonal 

communications, because they allow us to find connections with practical use in daily life. Those 

revealed connections often transcend academic disciplines. 

After a theoretical discussion of the theories themselves, we’ll then synthesize recent 

EVT and IAT studies and discuss common themes. Several research surveys (one in conjunction 

with a focus group) explore expectations and violations in close personal relationships. An 

experiment in another study highlights the effects of journalists’ social media use in personal and 

professional contexts. Using EVT or IAT, scholars can examine hurtful messages, 

communication perceptions, role expectations, and relational satisfaction in interpersonal 

communication events. 

Research and development for EVT spans four decades (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 83; 

Burgoon, 2016, p. 1), and yet much of the literature encountered features study participants 

between the ages of 18 and 30. Some studies had more white and/or female participants than 

from other identity groups. It was surprising that friendships were not more commonly studied 

using EVT and IAT, too. Thankfully, those gaps offer opportunities for new directions for future 

studies. By analyzing specific themes that occur frequently throughout EVT and IAT scholarship, 

we can learn news ways to approach interpersonal communications on several levels.  
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Theoretical Analysis 

As discussed in Griffins, Ledbetter, and Sparks’s book, A First Look at Communication 

Theory (2018, pp. 79-90), EVT was first proposed by communications scholar Judee K. Burgoon 

in 1976. At the heart of modern applications of EVT is the fact we all have been socially 

conditioned with certain expectancies or predictions about behaviors for ourselves and others in 

certain contexts, which may or may not be what we want to happen (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 84). 

When someone defies or violates an expectancy, we perceive those violations as positive (more 

than expected) or negative (less than expected). The value we give violations is known as 

violation valence (Griffin et al., 2018, p.85). If the value is ambiguous, we then evaluate what the 

violator can do for us or to us, either now or later (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 86). 

IAT is an extension and expansion of EVT developed in 1995 by Burgoon and two of her 

former pupils, Lesa Stern and Leesa Dillman. IAT accounts for adjustments people make to their 

own behaviors in response to expectancy violations committed by others, specifically as those 

violations relate to the adjuster’s requirements, expectations, and desires—or RED (Griffin et al., 

2018, p. 87). The adjuster’s interaction position in a communicative event is how they initially 

approach the situation as influenced by their RED (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 87). Depending on the 

violator’s behavior in relation to the adjuster’s RED, the adjuster will likely perform reciprocity 

toward the violator (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 88). 

EVT and IAT are objective interpersonal communication theories because they aim to 

provide unbiased observational evidence. Using quantitative research, these theories reveal 

predictable cause-and-effect relationships between our expectations for others’ behavior in a 

communicative interaction; our behavioral adaptations and responses to expectancy violations; 

and how those violations and responses to violations affect messages and relationships. This puts 
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EVT and IAT in the socio-psychological theoretical tradition, where communication is 

conceptualized as interaction and influence and there is an emphasis on objectivity, universal 

truths, empirical sensory evidence, and cause-and-effect patterns (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 37). 

The ontological assumptions of EVT and IAT are a kind of “soft determinism” (Griffin et 

al., 2018, p. 83), where heredity and environment do strongly influence behaviors, but because 

the large number of factors at play in any given interaction, it’s impossible to simplify the 

interaction in basic cause-and-effect terms (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 83). However, from a 

determinist perspective, any predictability in committing, reacting to, or adapting to expectancy 

violations could be attributed to response options being limited by the plethora of intersecting 

factors affecting the interaction (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 17). 

The epistemological assumptions of EVT and IAT are that there are universal truths 

regarding human behavior in interpersonal communications that can be discovered or proven 

through empirical sensory evidence (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 16). Additionally, the value of 

empirical evidence in EVT and IAT means objectivity and neutrality in research aims, methods, 

and interpretation of results are the axiological assumptions for both theories. EVT and IAT were 

designed to aid in making connections between “surprising interpersonal behavior and attraction, 

credibility, influence, and involvement” (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 83). 

EVT offers the practicality of universal norms as well as universal responses to those 

norms.  It works as a good scientific theory because it offers a reasonable and elegant 

explanation for certain communicative behaviors while simultaneously providing ways to adjust 

or alter those behaviors for more desirable outcomes (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 89). It’s an easy 

theory to put to the test, too, as seen in the literature reviewed in this document. However, EVT 

focuses on the individual rather than all parties participating in a communicative event. This is 
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problematic because individual perception is highly subjective, meaning it’s not a reliable way to 

measure universal norms. Burgoon herself was particularly concerned that EVT doesn’t 

adequately explain the high frequency of reciprocity in interpersonal communications evaluated 

using the theory (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 87). 

The beauty of IAT is that it was meant to counter the weakness of EVT through a dyadic 

view of communicative events which addresses reciprocity (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 87). IAT also 

allows for or creates instinctual reactions to and based on universal norms. Unfortunately, this 

newer theory still assumes universal social norms (the Truth, per se), which doesn’t allow for 

individual interpretation or application of norms. 
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Synthesis of Scholarship 

Reviewing shared themes in available literature suits most EVT and IAT scholarship 

because these themes transcend research differences—for example, the measurements used to 

interpret research data in these EVT and IAT studies differ a great deal and can sometimes be 

difficult for non-communication scholars to follow. Topical synthesis of scholarship also allows 

us to find deeper connections between different studies, beyond too-obvious similarities like 

participant demographics or research methods, which were fairly consistent from one study to 

the next.  

Two recent studies used EVT and IAT concepts to understand hurtful messages (and 

events) in close personal relationships. Bachman and Guerrero (2006) used expanded EVT to 

examine the effect of hurtful events on the relationship of a committed dating couple after hurtful 

events (p. 944, 958), while Kennedy-Lightsey and Dillow (2011) used IAT to examine how 

young adults communicated with their mothers based on the young adults’ perception how 

hurtful their mothers’ communications to them were (pp. 482-487). Both Bachman and 

Guerrero’s study and Kennedy-Lightsey and Dillow’s study used questionnaires to gather data 

from research subjects, though measurements differed (Bachman and Guerrero, 2006, pp. 951, 

953, 955-958; Kennedy-Lightsey and Dillow, 2011, p. 488). Both studies found that violation 

valences and communicator reward valences were important predictors of outcomes: In 

Bachman and Guerrero’s study, negative valence was the greatest predictor of a couple breaking 

up permanently after the hurtful event, while partner rewardingness (positive communicator 

reward valence) was the greatest predictor of relationship quality for relationships that survived a 

hurtful event (2006, p. 959). For Kennedy-Lightsey and Dillow’s study, results showed subjects 

with affirming communicator mothers (positive violation valence) were more likely to initiate 
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communication with their mothers and less likely to avoid communication with their mothers 

(positive communicator reward valence); and vice versa (2011, pp. 490-491, 494-498). 

Interestingly, both Bachman and Guerrero’s study and Kennedy-Lightsey and Dillow’s 

study also highlighted communication and communicator perceptions of expectations and 

expectancy violations. The perceived partner rewardingness and negative valence in Bachman 

and Guerrero’s study varied from one research subject to the next (2006, p. 952), as did the 

perceived degree of hurtfulness involved (p. 952).  The results of the study for those independent 

variables—those perceptions—ran counter to what researchers expected based on past studies of 

hurtful messages and events (Bachman and Guerrero, 2006, p. 958). As per Bachman and 

Guerrero, "[...] these findings are an important first step in understanding how EVT variables and 

the concepts of partner intent and hurtfulness associate with relational quality and 

communication following hurtful events" (2006, p. 962). When you think of it that way, it’s clear 

the way young adults perceived their mothers’ communication messages and style in Kennedy-

Lightsey and Dillow’s study affected the respondents’ communication and relationship 

satisfaction with their mothers (2011, pp. 490-491, 494-498). 

The most unique study in all the literature reviewed here also considered the effect of 

perceptions in communication, but this study didn’t look at close personal relationships. Lee 

(2015) used a mix of expectancy violation theory, uncertainty reduction theory, and social 

information processing theory to examine how audience perception of news was affected by their 

perception of a journalist through that journalists’ social media use (pp. 313, 316). Lee’s goal 

was to address gaps in mass communication studies by looking at interpersonal communications 

between journalists and their readers through social media by using actual interpersonal 

communication theories (2015, p. 313). Facebook profiles for a fictional journalist (named David 
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Miller) were created using varied levels of disclosure in posts and levels of interaction with 

(fake) commenters on posts by Miller (Lee, 2015, p. 318). Subjects were exposed to a random 

version of Miller’s profile before taking a questionnaire about perception of Miller, and then 

subjects were shown an article supposedly by Miller before taking another questionnaire about 

how they perceived the article (Lee, 2015, p. 318). Results showed high levels of disclosure and 

interaction positively and directly affected audience perception of both the journalist and the 

article, although only from the personal dimension; the professional dimension was negatively 

affected by high disclosure while positively affected by high interaction (Lee, 2015, pp. 322-

324). Audience perceptions of the journalist’s credibility and the credibility of their article 

depended on the journalist violating social norms of journalistic detachment and objectivity (Lee, 

2015, pp. 313-316, 324-325). In other words, the role of a journalist determined the expectations 

readers had for the journalist’s social media use and violating those norms was beneficial for 

perceived credibility but not for perceived professionalism. Journalists can use that information 

to change how they use social media to improve their credibility or professional image with their 

readers.  

As we just witnessed, some expectancy violations are specifically violations of a person’s 

role and how that role is defined by that person’s behavior and communication. As in Lee’s study 

(2015), Kennedy-Lightsey and Dillow’s study (2011) shows how violating role expectancies 

affects trust in relationships: the role of a mother determined the expectations (as well as desires 

and requirements, as part of IAT) of their young adult children in what communication messages 

and styles were normal and therefore acceptable to build trust. In another study by Miller-Ott and 

Kelly (2015), expectancy violations theory was used to examine expectancies for cell phone use 

in romantic relationships (pp. 253-254, 256-257). The variables in the study, such as the duration 
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of and level of commitment in each subject’s relationship (Miller-Ott and Kelly, 2015, p. 257), 

affected how they defined their roles together and, therefore, what expectations were appropriate 

to have for each other’s cell phone use during time spent in each other’s company (pp. 254, 256-

257). Subjects completed a questionnaire before participating in group discussions led by 

researchers; discussions were recorded and transcribed for thematic analysis (Miller-Ott and 

Kelly, 2015, pp. 257-259). The results showed subjects expected undivided attention from 

partners during formal time together (Miller-Ott and Kelly, 2015, p. 260) while they expected 

partial attention during informal time together (p. 262), no matter relationship duration or 

commitment level (p. 259). Subjects in newer or casual relationships were less likely to express 

displeasure when their partner violated expectancies (Miller-Ott and Kelly, 2015, pp. 261, 263), 

but subjects in committed or longer-term relationships were more likely to directly communicate 

their feelings after expectancy violations (pp. 261, 263). Established long-term romantic partners 

felt their relationship role allowed for them to be more vocal about their expectancies than was 

acceptable for someone in a more casual, new romantic role. The level of trust and commitment 

involved probably affected this perception. 

Does behavior adaptation play a part in managing expectancy violations or negative 

communicator reward valence when role conformity is in question? Yes. While IAT was only 

explicitly used in Kennedy-Lightsey and Dillow’s study (2011), the concept of interaction 

adaptations and reciprocity are implied in other studies reviewed here, too, like others mentioned 

before—Lee (2015), Bachman and Guerrero (2006), and Miller-Ott and Kelly (2015)—where 

interaction adaptation could make things better or worse for the respondents’ communicative 

partners (though not so much for the respondents themselves, simply because of the direction of 

emotion and how that flow was being evaluated in each study). However, let’s look at one more 
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study: Wright and Roloff (2015) used expectancy violations theory to understand how 

individuals dealt with violations of mind reading expectations (MRE) in their relationships and 

how those violations affected the couple’s verbal and nonverbal communications with each other 

(Wright and Roloff, 2015, pp. 10-12, 16-17). The authors felt that past studies of MRE suffered 

without a theoretical focus, so they decided to use EVT as the framework to give the results of 

their studies more focus and meaning by gauging violation valence in relation to unmet MRE 

(Wright and Roloff, 2015, pp. 12, 14, 16-17). Variables included the subjects’ perceived 

emotional closeness and depth of feeling for romantic partners in their respective relationships 

(Wright and Roloff, 2015, p. 14)—note again how perception is a huge factor in nearly all EVT 

and IAT studies. Subjects focused on a specific MRE violation experience while completing 

questionnaires (Wright and Roloff, 2015, p. 14). A direct relationship between established MRE 

and negative responses to MRE violations was confirmed (Wright and Roloff, 2015, p. 15). Also, 

"becoming more upset [...] mediates the relationships between MRE and being combative and 

using the silent treatment after the partner did not understand the emotional consequences of 

his/her behavior. Hence, the two hypotheses are confirmed" (Wright and Roloff, 2015, p. 16). 

The partner committing MRE violations also displayed confusion and distress regarding the 

subjects’ negative behaviors because they were unaware of what triggered those behaviors—that 

is, what expectancies they had violated (Wright and Roloff, 2015, pp. 16-17). While the 

respondents felt MRE were violated (unknowingly) by their partners, the respondents adapted 

their behaviors in negative ways to what they perceived the communicator reward valence to be.  

One thing all these studies had in common was the consideration, whether explicit or 

implied, that relational satisfaction and trust could be built up or wrecked by expectancy 

violations and sometimes by reciprocity. Because interpersonal communication and relationships 



EXPECTATIONS, VIOLATIONS, ADAPTATIONS      11 

are so dependent on trust, EVT and IAT are essential tools for gauging our interactions with 

others.  
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Conclusion 

The studies reviewed on the last few pages all did well at gathering data in a way that 

could be replicated using different research subjects in future studies. Miller-Ott and Kelly’s 

study (2015) as well as Lee’s study (2015) were notable for their use of plain language, making 

their studies the most accessible to all readers. The studies that had surveys and focus groups 

(Bachman and Guerrero, 2006; Kennedy-Lightsey and Dillow, 2011; Miller-Ott and Kelly, 2015; 

Wright and Roloff, 2015) gathered a wealth of detail for analysis, while the experiment in Lee’s 

study (2015) allowed for a clearer cause-and-effect relationship to be demonstrated. 

Unfortunately, the broad variety of measurements used to quantify the data for survey 

studies (Bachman and Guerrero, 2006; Kennedy-Lightsey and Dillow, 2011; Miller-Ott and 

Kelly, 2015; Wright and Roloff, 2015) makes it difficult to accurately compare the data of one 

study to another. Also, it’s worth noting that surveys and focus groups can sometimes cause 

people to alter their behavior or their perceptions to extremes because personal information is 

being shared or made public—this means only correlations can be made, not necessarily cause-

and-effect relationships, though that’s already difficult to do with EVT and IAT anyway. 

Independent or control variables in true experiments (Lee, 2015) are necessary for accuracy but 

this makes the outcome less natural or true to reality, making it difficult to generalize the results; 

however, this can be overcome through layered or separate experiments that utilize different 

levels of control over the same independent variables and then comparing the results of each 

experiment. 

Using research subjects from different or broader age demographics; exploring 

differences in expectancy violations in romantic relationships for various gender identities and 

sexual orientations; and exploring how regional or cultural identity groups handle expectancy 
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violations differently for similar expectancies are all excellent opportunities to improve upon 

available EVT and IAT scholarship in future research studies. Furthermore, additional research 

exploring expectancy violations in distant or indirect relationships, particularly as relates to trust-

building and loyalty, and more research exploring expectancies for friendships would be 

particularly enriching for communication scholars as well as academics from other social science 

disciplines. 

When considering EVT and IAT’s viability as theories, they check all the boxes for good 

scientific theories as outlined by Griffin et al. (2018, pp. 25-29, 88-89): EVT and IAT can help 

explain why certain expectancy violations elicit specific responses. They also make it possible to 

interpret witnessed patterns of both verbal and nonverbal behaviors in response to specific 

expectancy violations and predict future behaviors and outcomes based on correlation. Both 

theories are simple and elegant, with testable hypotheses (which are sometimes proven wrong 

using quantitative research, so the theories are continually reworked and adjusted accordingly). 

EVT and IAT have valuable practical application in interpersonal relationships because they help 

us gauge when it’s worth violating expectancies of others. These theories also help us to better 

evaluate our own responses to others’ violations of our own expectancies. By using EVT and 

IAT in academic research, we can demonstrate how “violating social norms and personal 

expectations is ‘a superior strategy to conformity’” (Griffin et al., 2018, p. 81). 
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