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Abstract 

This thesis explores the emerging trend of brand activism, which is the act of brands 

taking stances on controversial issues. As a relatively new phenomenon that has gained traction 

in the last few years, brands are speaking out on social issues and often in ways that gain 

attention. Through interviewing 10 professionals in the marketing, advertising and public 

relations fields, the drivers, consequences, trends, successes and the future of brand activism are 

analyzed and discussed. 
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Executive Summary 

This thesis examines brand activism—“business efforts to promote, impede or direct 

social, political, economic and/or environmental reform or stasis with the desire to promote or 

impede improvements in society”—and the evolving global role of brands (Sarkar & Kotler, 

2018). Historically, companies were primarily viewed as solely profit engines; however, this 

responsibility has drastically changed as companies began to consider their effects on the planet 

and people. Now, the responsibility of business has transcended corporate social responsibility. I 

chose to analyze brand activism because as the number of daunting, extreme issues facing the 

world increases, the conventional entities that are responsible for solving these problems are 

failing.  

With the recent development and escalation of the COVID-19 global pandemic starting in 

China and then expanding globally, brands have stepped up to act in a time of crisis as 

governments around the world struggle to contain the severe effects of the virus on the economy 

and the healthcare system. Beauty brands and fashion brands, among other companies, have 

pivoted their production to make supplies like hand sanitizer and masks (Gardner, 2020).  

Car manufacturers, such as Ford and General Motors, are making gowns and hospital 

ventilators (Aspan, 2020). Companies like Uber and Fiat Chrysler are encouraging their 

consumers not to use their services and products (Isidore, 2020). Many companies are donating 

money and materials to hospitals and relief efforts or are involved in coronavirus prevention 

efforts. It is painfully clear that the future of business is bound to change in our new reality.  

 This paper discusses the definitions of brand activism, different types of brand activism, 

drivers, risks, consequences, unsuccessful and successful cases and the future of brand activism. 

The research questions I will be exploring are: 
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● Why/how is corporate social responsibility evolving? How do some of the recent 

examples of brand activism fit into this general trend? 

● What are the expectations and incentives of various stakeholder groups that 

encourage or discourage companies regarding actively taking stances on social 

issues?  

● What issues/concepts should companies speak out about? What is considered too 

far/risky and what is not enough? 

● Does brand activism actually help the company in tangible ways (profit, more 

consumers, reputation, etc.)? What happens if they stay silent?  

● Does taking a stance on topics actually produce positive change in politics, 

communities, for the public, etc.?  

Interviews were conducted with 10 professionals in marketing, advertising and public 

relations to discover why brand activism is occurring, what makes it successful, what risks it 

carries and the future of brand activism. Key findings include: 

● Brand activism requires action on issues that matter to the company and its stakeholders. 

It often involves taking a risk and being bold. 

● Organizations that are purpose-driven and founded with purpose are naturally inclined to 

engage in brand activism, while some organizations, by nature of the products or services 

they offer, are pulled into brand activism. CEOs can also be activists with CEO activism. 

● Key drivers of brand activism are attracting younger consumers, forming deeper 

connections with employees and customers, raising awareness about important issues, 

and contributing to the solutions of problems traditional institutions, like the government, 

are failing to solve. 
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● There are issues that are inherently more controversial and divisive than others. However, 

what is more important is how brands speak out on issues and why. Having credibility, 

being authentic and knowing your consumers are characteristics that contribute to 

success. 

● Brand activism carries risks and there will always be opponents who disagree. However, 

what matters most is predicting how your consumers will react. 

● Brand activism evolved from corporate social responsibility but corporate social 

responsibility is still needed. Brand activism will most likely continue to become bolder. 

● Purpose and profit are inextricably entwined and, moving forward, both need to be taken 

into consideration in brand activism. 

 Although there is no concrete playbook that determines how brands should engage in 

brand activism and how to implement a successful campaign, these findings can guide brands in 

their strategic planning for the future, especially as brand activism becomes more common. 
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Advice to Future Honors Students 

My advice to future honors students, whether you are in the Martin J. Whitman School of 

Management or the S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications, is to research a topic you 

are passionate about. Not only does this make your work easier, but you are learning relevant 

information that you can apply to your future career. This is an opportunity to dive deep into 

something you care about and might want to pursue after your graduation from Syracuse 

University. By doing this, you will create relevant connections that will guide you in the future.  

For me, my interest in brands and social impact was first sparked in my introductory 

public relations class, and it has only grown, shaping my career aspirations and also allowing me 

to unite my majors in marketing and public relations to form a unique point of view. After you 

complete your thesis, it will be worth it. 
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Introduction 

From Profit Over Purpose to Purpose Over Profit 

 Companies are no longer merely selling their products and services to their customers. In 

brand activism, companies are deciding to speak out on hot-button issues facing society for a 

variety of reasons. When they do publicly address these topics, from immigration to gun control, 

it affects not only their customers but their employees, suppliers, shareholders and society at 

large.  

With cases like Nike featuring Colin Kaepernick, the controversial NFL player who 

received biting criticism for kneeling during the national anthem, in a campaign in September 

2018, brand activism is becoming difficult to ignore for large, reputable companies that must 

decide where they stand. However, this new trend did not spontaneously materialize—it is the 

product of evolution. 

 Traditionally, business was primarily viewed as an engine for producing profits and little 

else. American economist Milton Friedman famously wrote in The New York Times that business 

had one social responsibility, “to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase 

its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and 

free competition without deception or fraud” (Friedman, 1970). This sentiment has pervaded 

American capitalism for decades and it still exists today as companies prioritize profits and their 

shareholders over other stakeholders. 

 However, the rise of initiatives such as corporate social responsibility (CSR) and the 

triple bottom line has given businesses a means to do good for society and communities beyond 

focusing solely on making profits. CSR consists of “the voluntary actions that a corporation 

implements as it pursues its mission and fulfills its perceived obligations to stakeholders, 
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including employees, communities, the environment and society as a whole” (Coombs & 

Holladay, 2012, p. 8).  

Almost every major company has CSR initiatives to create value for itself and greater 

society. In 2015, 92% of the 250 largest companies in the world produced a CSR report (Meier 

& Cassar, 2018). In 2016, 82% of the S&P 500 companies published a sustainability or corporate 

responsibility report (Governance & Accountability Institute, Inc., 2017). The triple bottom line 

framework is an accounting practice used to evaluate a company’s performance in metrics 

beyond profitability to incorporate long-term sustainability. Commonly called the three Ps—

people, planet and profits—the triple bottom line accounts for the economic, environmental and 

social impact of business on society (Slaper & Hall, n.d.).  

Similarly, investors, asset management firms, board members and other important 

business decision makers look to environmental, social and governance (ESG) criteria to assess a 

company’s long-term performance through the lens of sustainability and impact on society. The 

criteria include issues such as business ethics, diversity, compensation, labor standards and 

environmental impact. No longer is profit the only metric that is considered to determine the 

futures of companies (PwC, 2019). 

The triple bottom line measures a company’s commitment to CSR initiatives. CSR 

involves business responsibility and contribution to society, while the triple bottom line 

measures the company’s performance in people, profit, and the planet (Kenton, 2020). 

 However, these programs appear to fall short of contributing to society beyond feel-good 

projects with benefits. For example, CSR activities may be seen as forms of advertising and 

propaganda to promote companies’ reputations without producing real action and, instead, they 

create limited benefits that often help companies more than society (Keys, Malnight, & Van Der 
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Graaf, 2009). Because solely CSR is not meeting the demands of stakeholders, there is an 

opening for brand activism to build on the work that CSR has already started 

 The narrative is shifting—it is now a must for brands to consider all stakeholders. 

Especially with Millennials and Generation Z, younger consumers who seek purpose and 

accountability from business, brands are held to higher standards if they want to attract the 

consumers of the future. Companies that solely focus on profit risk alienating consumers who 

want businesses to play a greater role in shaping the future of society. Philanthropic and 

charitable activities are not enough to make companies good corporate citizens. CSR covers the 

issues that are seen as the bare minimum that all companies should act on, such as issues 

surrounding their employees, the workplace, and the environment. But stakeholders want action 

on issues that businesses have not previously touched—pressing societal issues that are currently 

at the forefront of the public conversation. 

In August 2019, the Business Roundtable, “an association of chief executive officers of 

America’s leading companies working to promote a thriving U.S. economy and expanded 

opportunity for all Americans through sound public policy,” redefined the purpose of a 

corporation to reflect American society’s modern demands and expectations of businesses 

(Business Roundtable, n.d.).  

Every year since 1997, the Business Roundtable’s Principles of Governance endorsed 

principles of shareholder primacy. With this new definition, the Business Roundtable companies 

seek to serve all stakeholders, not only shareholders, through their operations. The companies in 

this pact commit to “delivering value to our customers,” “investing in our employees,” “dealing 

fairly and ethically with our suppliers,” “supporting the communities in which we work” and 

“generating long-term value for shareholders” (Business Roundtable, 2019). 
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 With almost every major corporation focused on cultivating their relationships with their 

many stakeholders, a select few are elevating their social impact practices to the point of 

controversy and risk. Many companies encompass purposes that guide their business activities 

and goals moving into the future. These statements of purpose are ways for companies to 

transcend the bottom line.  

However, in this current atmosphere of politically charged issues in the United States, 

purpose is being replaced by action as many brands engage in brand activism. The new 

landscape is “an age in which it is no longer taboo to be outspoken on issues and where the 

corporation is willing to risk upsetting a segment of its customers for views expressed by the 

corporation” (Du Toit, 2016). 

 This new phenomenon places corporations in an unprecedented position. Salesforce 

CEO Marc Benioff, perhaps one of the most outspoken CEO activists, said, “Companies and the 

people who lead them can no longer afford to separate business objectives from the social issues 

surrounding them” (Benioff, 2019, p. 2). CEO activism presents difficulties for CEOs who “not 

only have to focus on balance sheets and issues that directly impact their bottom lines but now 

are expected to take stands on social issues and be more ‘mission-oriented’” (VandeHei & Allen, 

2018).  

Business executives wield influential power, especially now as they lead their companies 

through these unpredictable times. Because of this, Benioff characterized CEOs as a third 

political party that is emerging in the United States (Marc Benioff, 2015). Brian Moynihan, CEO 

of Bank of America, said, “Our jobs as CEOs now include driving what we think is right. It’s not 

exactly political activism, but it is action on issues beyond business” (Langley, 2016). 
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Brand activism is no longer an anomaly or the isolated action of a bold business. It is here 

to stay and, as it becomes more prevalent, it is important to evaluate its trends. 

The Trend of Brand Activism 

 The most prominent cases of brand activism originated in the last five years and they run 

the gamut on the types of social issues involved and if they are collective or individual stances. 

Some of the earliest examples of brand activism in the past decade have focused on supporting 

same-sex marriage. In June 2012, a year after New York legalized same-sex marriage, Oreo 

released an image on Facebook of an Oreo that had layers of cream depicted to represent the 

rainbow pride flag. Similarly, brands such as Dorito’s, Campbell’s, Sabra Hummus, Kohl’s and 

Tiffany & Co. have rolled out campaigns supporting the LGBTQIA community, drawing the 

wrath of individuals and advocacy groups that supported the “traditional” view of marriage 

between a man and a woman (Du Toit, 2016). 

 Brand activism spans party lines and can lean both right and left, conservative and 

progressive. For example, Hobby Lobby, an arts-and-craft retail chain, is owned by a 

conservative Christian family. On its website, the company notes that it is committed to 

“honoring the Lord in all we do by operating the company in a manner consistent with Biblical 

principles” (Hobby Lobby, n.d.). Hobby Lobby argued that a provision in the Affordable Care 

Act violated the First Amendment and other laws protecting religious freedom because it 

required family-owned corporations to provide coverage for birth control and contraceptives and 

the Supreme court ruled in its favor in June 2014 (Mears & Cohen, 2014). 

Starbucks, the global coffee company with a storied history of CSR and involvement in 

society, launched the “Race Together” initiative in March 2015, an attempt to create discourse on 

race relations in America between customers and employees. The campaign stemmed from CEO 
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Howard Schultz’s intentions to talk about race amidst the tension brewing from the killing of 

Michael Brown by a police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, and the deaths of more unarmed black 

men. Baristas wrote the phrase “Race Together” on Starbucks cups in an attempt to start 

conversations on the subject (Peterson, 2015). However, the initiative proved to be a debacle, 

with many people wondering what place Starbucks had in the conversation. 

In March 2015, Indiana attempted to pass a law, the Religious Freedom Restoration Act, 

that would make it easier for religious conservatives to refuse service to gay people. Marc 

Benioff canceled Salesforce events in the state and threatened to relocate Salesforce employees 

away from the state, citing discrimination of employees if the law was passed (Gelles, 2017). 

The president of the National College Athletic Association (NCAA) suggested that the passage 

of the new law could influence the locations of future tournaments and the NCAA’s headquarters 

in Indianapolis (Chatterji & Toffel, 2018). The legislation also drew opposition from Tim Cook, 

CEO of Apple, Bill Oesterle, CEO of Angie’s List and a number of other CEOs before it was 

passed (Du Toit, 2016).  

Furthermore, CEOs have entered the global debate on climate change. They publicly 

urged world leaders at the 2015 Paris climate conference to secure “an ambitious climate deal” 

(World Economic Forum, 2018). Later, they urged President Donald Trump to keep the United 

States in the Paris Climate Agreement (Stokols, 2017) and pledged to follow the agreement after 

the United States withdrew (Gustin, 2017). 

North Carolina’s controversial “bathroom bill,” passed in March 2016, cost the state 

millions of dollars in lost business. This law required individuals in schools and public facilities 

to use the restrooms that correspond with the gender on their birth certificates rather than the 
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gender they identify with. The state also prevented cities from creating non-discrimination 

policies based on gender identity (Goldman, 2016).  

As a result, PayPal, which had planned to open a facility in Charlotte that would have 

employed 400 people, canceled the plans (Goldman, 2016). In addition, in March 2016, 

executives from Apple, Twitter, Alphabet and others signed a letter to urge North Carolina’s 

governor to repeal the law deemed as discriminatory to LGTQIA people (Reuters, 2016). After 

backlash and protest from businesses and advocacy groups, a compromise deal was passed in 

2017 that repealed parts of the bill (Lopez, 2017). 

In January 2017, Trump issued an executive order that limited refugee entry to the United 

States and restricted immigration of citizens from seven Muslim-majority countries. Over 100 

companies, including tech companies such as Apple, Microsoft, Facebook and Twitter, filed an 

amicus brief in opposition to the executive order, citing its negative economic impact on 

American business and growth (Conger, 2017). 

 In response to this executive order, Lyft, the ride-hailing service, issued a statement to all 

users that condemned the actions. Lyft announced that it would donate $1 million to the 

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), which sued the administration (Etherington, 2017). In 

April 2017, the company also encouraged users to support nonprofit organizations by allowing 

riders to “round up” their ride fare to donate to a charity on a pre-selected list on the app, 

resulting in $5 million in donations since the program’s inception (Hessekiel, 2018). 

 Not all brand activism cases are met with more praise than backlash. In April 2017, Pepsi 

released a controversial advertisement featuring Kendall Jenner, leaving social media in chaos. 

The advertisement showed people happily participating in protests, surrounded by police officers 

standing watch. Kendall Jenner, a model, rid herself of her model clothing and makeup and 
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joined the assembly, grabbing a Pepsi can from a bucket. She handed a soda to one of the police 

officers, who took a sip, and suddenly, the whole crowd erupted in cheers.  

Pepsi tried to convey its soda as a beverage of unity and harmony, but it failed because 

the commercial co-opted the Black Lives Matter movement—it closely resembled a picture of a 

black woman arrested by armed police during a protest of the shooting of Alton Sterling in Baton 

Rouge (Solon, 2017). 

In August 2017, the American Manufacturing Council and the Strategy and Policy 

Forum, groups composed of CEOs to advise Trump, were disbanded in response to his response 

on the white supremacist violence and events in Charlottesville, Virginia. Angered by his 

polarizing opinions and stances, the chief executives of some of the most successful companies 

in the world, such as Pepsi, IBM, General Motors and Boston Consulting Group, sought to 

separate themselves and their companies from the president’s unpopular and inflammatory views 

(Gelles, Thomas, Sorkin, & Kelly, 2017). 

Patagonia, the outdoor clothing and gear company, brands itself as “the activist 

company.” Through all its initiatives and products, it is executing its mission to “save our home 

planet,” being a strong proponent of transparent labor standards and supply chain operations. 

One percent of Patagonia sales are donated to support environmental organizations and 

grassroots movements. The company also creates partnerships and campaigns that aim to protect 

and preserve the environment. Its “Worn Wear” program repairs customers’ old Patagonia 

pieces, recycles items and sells some online. Action Works is an initiative that encourages 

customers to be vocal by connecting individuals with environmental groups (Patagonia, 2019). 

In December 2017, Patagonia sued the Trump administration after the President 

announced plans to drastically reduce the sizes of two national monuments in Utah—Bears Ears 
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and Grand Staircase-Escalante. After the announcement, Patagonia unabashedly called the 

government out on its homepage with a message that said, “The President Stole Your Land” 

(Gelles, 2018). In November 2018, the company planned to take its $10 million in savings from 

tax cuts and donate the money to environmental groups (Gillespie, 2018). 

Dick’s Sporting Goods is a company that has engaged in controversial actions on an issue 

that has plagued the country for years: gun control. The gunman who killed 17 people in the 

February 2018 Parkland shooting had purchased a shotgun at a Dick’s Sporting Goods store but 

did not use it in the attack. However, after the shooting, Dick’s stopped selling assault-style 

weapons and high-capacity magazines in all its stores, including its Field & Stream outdoor and 

hunting stores (Stack, 2019). It even pulled all guns from over 100 of its over 700 stores. It also 

raised the minimum age for all gun sales to 21 (Meyersohn, 2019). 

A slew of other companies responded to the Parkland shooting and social media pressure 

by cutting ties with the National Rifle Association (NRA). Delta and United Airlines announced 

that they suspended their partnerships with the NRA that offered discounted rates to NRA 

members. In addition, companies such as Symantec, MetLife, Alamo Rent A Car, Hertz, 

Enterprise Rent A Car and Wyndham Hotels & Resorts ended their programs with the NRA 

(Held, 2018). 

In June 2018, top executives criticized the forced separation of migrant children from 

their families at the border as “cruel and contrary to American values.” In August 2018, 

members of the Business Roundtable from companies such as Apple, Salesforce, JP Morgan 

Chase and BlackRock signed a joint letter to the secretary of homeland security about serious 

concern over the Trump administration’s immigration policies, citing the threat to their 

companies’ skilled foreign workers and the economy (Lohr, 2018).  
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Perhaps one of the most well-known and influential cases of brand activism in the last 

few years is Nike’s campaign with Colin Kaepernick, who was the face of its “Just Do It” 

campaign in September 2018. Kaepernick is a polarizing figure in the sports world, “perhaps the 

most divisive American athlete of his generation,” known for kneeling during the national 

anthem in National Football League (NFL) games to protest police brutality and racism (Draper, 

Creswell, & Maheshwari, 2018). Nike’s move created an uproar like no other, with people taking 

to social media to showcase themselves burning their Nike gear and proclaiming the end of their 

loyalties to the company. However, Nike’s decision was calculated and strategic. 

Ben & Jerry’s is another company that infuses activism into the foundation of its 

company. Its three-part mission prioritizes the quality of its ice cream, its economic growth and, 

finally, its social impact. On its website, the company lists issues it cares about, such as 

democracy, racial justice, climate justice, LGBTQIA equality, refugees, fair trade, GMO labeling 

and more. The company supports campaigns and efforts surrounding environmental and social 

justice, even supporting the Black Lives Matter movement (Ben & Jerry’s Homemade, Inc., 

n.d.).  

In November 2018, Ben & Jerry’s released a flavor called “Pecan Resist” that advocated 

for standing in unity with minority groups that came under the attack of the President. The 

company expressed the Pecan Resist message as a way to “peacefully resist the Trump 

administration’s regressive and discriminatory policies and build a future that values inclusivity, 

equality and justice for people of color, women, the LGBTQIA community, refugees and 

immigrants.” In addition, the movement supported four organizations that advocate for racial 

justice, Native environmental issues, women and people of color (Sugar, 2018). 
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 Gillette took on a new approach on its tagline with its January 2019 advertisement that 

electrified social media. In the new ad, the company questioned toxic masculinity, challenging 

stereotypes and typical “guy” behavior. Gillette wanted it to be known that it will not tolerate 

that “Boys Will Be Boys,” and instead of using “The Best A Man Can Get,” it chose “The Best 

Men Can Be.” Despite this seemingly positive message that wanted men to be the best versions 

of themselves, a social media maelstrom erupted.  

In March 2019, Ed Stack, CEO of Dick’s Sporting Goods, doubled down on his 

company’s actions when he said that it destroyed semi-automatic weapons worth $5 million and 

is considering whether it should sell guns in all of its stores (Holson, 2018). Stack was resolute in 

his company’s position, affirming that no one else is doing anything about the problem and that 

his company is a part of the problem. He even went as far as to say that assault-style rifles should 

be banned (Wahba, 2019). 

In August 2019, a mass shooting at a Walmart in El Paso, Texas, killed 22 people. Earlier 

that week, a shooting at another Walmart store in Mississippi killed two workers. In 2018, the 

company restricted gun and ammunition sales to customers 21 and older after the Parkland 

shooting in Florida (Nassauer & Cutter, 2019). Around a month after the two shootings, Walmart 

stopped selling ammunition for assault-style rifles and handguns. The company also no longer 

allows shoppers in its stores to openly carry firearms (Nassauer, 2019). 

In September 2019, over 140 CEOs, including those from Uber, Twitter, Conde Nasté, 

Gap Inc. and Levi Strauss & Co., signed a letter to the U.S. Senate expressing their concerns 

over gun violence and its effect on the safety of their employees, customers and communities. 

The letter asked for new measures such as background checks on gun sales (Nassauer & Lucey, 

2019). 

https://www.marketingdive.com/news/gillettes-metoo-inspired-ad-sparked-social-media-outcry-heres-what-the/546228/
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Chick-fil-A, the fast-food chain, has long been at the center of controversy around the 

opposition of same-sex marriage. In 2012, the company’s current CEO and past COO, Dan 

Cathy, said, “We are very much supportive of the family—the biblical definition of the family 

unit. We are a family-owned business, a family-led business, and we are married to our first 

wives” (Blume, 2012). He further drew ire when he suggested that supporting same-sex marriage 

would invite “God’s judgment on our nation” (McGregor, 2012).  

Before November 2019, Chick-fil-A donated millions of dollars to groups that opposed 

same-sex marriage, such as The Salvation Army and the Fellowship of Christian Athletes. 

However, Chick-fil-A announced that it stopped donating money to the Christian charities after 

years of criticism and pressure from LGBTQIA groups and supporters (Lucas, 2019). 

Brands are becoming more willing to speak out and take action on controversial issues, 

especially as highly publicized and polarizing issues divide the country and incite discourse in a 

tense climate in the United States. Next, a literature review is provided to highlight the 

theoretical insights into these trends offered by previous studies and to identify critical questions 

that have not been clearly answered. 

 

Literature Review 

 Brand activism is a relatively new development in business in the last few years, with 

more companies taking more active and outward stances on controversial issues in a period of 

turbulence and turmoil in the United States. Brand activism has evolved from fields such as 

CSR, the triple bottom line and ESG programs.  

It is important to note that brand activism is closely related to corporate activism, 

corporate political advocacy, and political activism, depending on different fields such as 
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marketing or public relations. The existing literature on brand activism focuses mainly on the 

impact of brand activism on consumers and how consumers’ attitudes and purchase intentions 

change toward the brand, especially with the growth and prevalence of social media 

communities. In the literature review, I consider the current research on brand activism, 

including definitions, cases and examples, drivers, frameworks and effects and consequences. 

Definitions of Brand Activism 

 There are multiple definitions of brand activism. These definitions derive from both 

marketing and public relations, and both will be discussed. 

Through the marketing lens, brand activism is defined as “business efforts to promote, 

impede, or direct social, political, economic, and/or environmental reform or stasis with the 

desire to promote or impede improvements in society.” There is a number of dimensions of 

brand activism that encompass important issues (Sarkar & Kotler, 2018).  

These dimensions are social activism, workplace activism, political activism, 

environmental activism, economic activism and legal activism. Social activism consists of issues 

surrounding privacy, healthcare, equality, immigration, discrimination and education. Workplace 

activism revolves around issues in CEO pay, unions, living wages and equal pay. Political 

activism issues include gun control, lobbying, citizenship, legislation and gerrymandering. 

Environmental activism consists of conservation, climate change and the circular economy. 

Economic activism issues consist of taxes, wages, income inequality, research and infrastructure. 

Legal activism issues include human rights, tax law, workplace safety, labor laws and financial 

regulation. Based on these dimensions, companies need to decide which issues to focus on and to 

what extent (Sarkar & Kotler, 2018).  
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There is a spectrum of brand activism, with regressive activism at the far left and 

progressive activism at the far right. Regressive activism actively pursues policies that hurt the 

common good and lead to polarization, such as big tobacco. Progressive activism actively 

pursues policies that help the common good and promote inclusion (Sarkar & Kotler, 2018).  

The common good can be defined as “what is shared and beneficial for all or most 

members of a given community, or alternatively, what is achieved by citizenship, collective 

action, and active participation in the realm of politics and public service” (Sarkar & Kotler, 

2018). In the middle is the neutral space that neither helps nor harms the common good. 

Regressive brand activism leads to brand shaming, where consumers revolt against the practices 

of regressive companies. Progressive brand activism leads to brand evangelism, where 

consumers recommend progressive companies (Sarkar & Kotler, 2018). 

Through the public relations lens, corporate social advocacy (CSA) is defined as “an 

organization making a public statement or taking a public stance on social-political issues.” The 

public statement can be planned by the organization, but it could also be unintentional, such as 

when leadership speaks out. Regardless, they both prompt reactive communication. The 

organization becomes linked to the issue (Dodd & Supa, 2014, p. 2).  

There are three characteristics of CSA: “(a) the social-political issues addressed by 

organizations are divorced from issues of particular relevance to the organization; (b) 

engagement in social-political issues is controversial and serves to potentially isolate 

organizational stakeholders while simultaneously attracting activist groups; and, (c) as a result, 

there is a particularly necessary emphasis on financial outcomes for the organization” (Dodd & 

Supa, 2014, p. 5). 
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Brand activism is closely related to CSA and CSA must be differentiated from CSR. CSR 

activities can include philanthropy, charitable causes and volunteering events. Research has 

concluded that there is a relationship between CSR activities and financial performance 

outcomes, and CSR activities and consumers’ intent to purchase are positively correlated 

(Margolis, Elfenbein, & Walsh, 2009). CSR focuses on actions to benefit the bottom line and 

reputation but CSA focuses on “an organization’s values and how those values are reflected in 

CEO statements about often controversial social and political issues” (Wilcox, 2019, p. 3). 

 Another core topic that goes hand-in-hand with brand activism is CEO activism. CEO 

activism occurs when CEOs take “public stands on social and environmental issues that are not 

directly related to their company’s core business” (Chatterji & Toffel, 2015, 2018). These issues 

may be important to the corporation’s stakeholders, but they are not central to the core business. 

For example, issues like race relations, gender equality and LGBTQIA rights are important to 

employees of Starbucks and Facebook, but the policies surrounding these topics do not directly 

drive these companies’ short-term operating performances (Chatterji & Toffel, 2019). 

CEO activism can be differentiated from corporate nonmarket strategies that intend to 

shape the rules of the marketplace to positively affect the bottom line. Nonmarket strategies 

include influencing government policies on taxation, trade, the environment, and more. 

Examples include when General Electric’s CEO pushed the government to adopt clean energy 

policies, which would positively affect General Electric’s wind-turbine business (Chatterji & 

Toffel, 2019).  

However, CEO activism differs because it focuses on an individual, not the corporation. 

It is always public. CEO activism targets not only politicians and regulators, which nonmarket 

strategies do, but employees, consumers and the public. As a result, “CEO activism is aimed at 
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communicating a CEO’s values to important stakeholders rather than trying to change a policy to 

directly impact the bottom line” (Chatterji & Toffel, 2019, p. 4). This is done using social media, 

interviews and public meetings (Chatterji & Toffel, 2019). 

Drivers of Brand Activism 

Distrust in Institutions 

 The tense and explosive political, social and economic atmosphere characterizing the 

United States since the 2016 presidential election is indisputable. The Business Roundtable 

recognized that “many Americans are struggling. Too often hard work is not rewarded, and not 

enough is being done for workers to adjust to the rapid pace of change in the economy” 

(Business Roundtable, n.d.). This has created significant distrust in the institutions governing 

society, shifting traditional responsibility to other entities. “It’s always been the government’s 

job to keep businesses in check, not the other way around”—but with these steep drops in the 

trust of U.S. institutions, Americans are turning to businesses and other institutions to pick up the 

government’s slack” said Benioff (Benioff, 2019, p. 28). 

The 2018 Edelman Trust Barometer, an online survey that examines over 30,000. 

respondents in 28 markets, found that the United States underwent the largest-ever-recorded drop 

in trust among the general population in the Trust Barometer’s history (Edelman, 2018). Trust 

was lowest among the informed public, which is composed of college-educated, higher-income 

individuals, in the United States in comparison with other countries, such as Russia and South 

Africa. Lack of faith in the government fell among the general population and the informed 

public to 33%. Trust in business, media and NGOs also declined (Edelman, 2018).  

The 2020 Edelman Trust Barometer found that the informed public and the mass 

population trusted business as much as NGOs and trusted business more than the government 
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and media. Out of the government, media, business and NGOs, business was the only institution 

seen as competent (Edelman, 2020). Seventy-nine percent of Americans disapproved of how 

Congress was doing. Only 19% of Americans, an all-time low, trusted the government to do the 

right thing (Gallup, 2016). Fifty-three percent of respondents agreed that brands can do more 

than the government to solve social problems and nearly half said that brands have better ideas 

on how to solve them (Edelman, 2018). 

 This sentiment also extends to young people ages 13-25. According to a survey 

conducted by DoSomething Strategic, 28% of Gen Z believed the government cared about them. 

Seventeen percent of 18 to 29-year olds trusted Congress to do the right thing all the time or 

most of the time (Ferguson, 2018). 

However, businesses are not infallible. Fifty-six percent of people agreed that capitalism 

today is doing more harm than good in the world. Fifty-four percent believed that business serves 

the interests of only the few, compared with 29% who believed that business serves the interests 

of everyone equally and fairly (Edelman, 2020). 

Social Media 

 The increase of brand activism can be attributed to the 24/7 news cycle and its 

amplification on social media where users can talk about current events and issues at any time of 

the day (Wilcox, 2019). Local issues are amplified on a global scale, giving anyone the chance to 

participate in the conversation (VandeHei & Allen, 2018).  

Expectations of Stakeholders 

 A company cannot serve merely its shareholders. The Business Roundtable’s new 

definition of the purpose of a corporation reflects this and the struggle of many Americans today, 

emphasizing that long-term business growth and a strong economy both depend on the 
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inclusivity of all stakeholder interests. In its commitments, the Business Roundtable underscored 

that “each of our stakeholders is essential. We commit to deliver value to all of them, for the 

future success of our companies, our communities and our country” (Business Roundtable, n.d.).  

Eighty-seven percent of the general population agreed that stakeholders, not shareholders, 

are most important in determining a company’s long-term success. Seventy-three percent 

believed that a company can both increase profits and improve conditions in communities where 

it operates (Edelman, 2020).  

When Delta cut ties with the NRA, its CEO, Ed Bastian, said, “Our decision was not for 

economic gain and our values are not for sale...I’m not trying to be a politician. I’m not looking 

to be a social activist. I’m looking to run the best airline on the planet. As part of that, we have a 

responsibility to our customers, employees, and community partners” (Kowitt, 2018). Decisions 

are not made to benefit only one stakeholder. 

Consumers 

 Businesses exist to serve their customers and, in brand activism, there are no exceptions. 

Brands must evolve to meet the changing beliefs, values and needs of consumers to maintain 

loyalty. When consumers expect engagement, brands must be relevant to their everyday 

conversations (Ruggs, Stuart, & Yang, 2018).  

However, consumer expectation of engagement has been growing in recent years. A 

corporation is “building values into its brand” when it takes a stance (Du Toit, 2016). Around 

78% of Americans believed it is important for companies to stand up for important social justice 

issues (Cone Communications, 2017). Around two-thirds of consumers considered a brand’s 

stance on issues when deciding whether to switch or boycott a brand (Edelman, 2018). 
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Corporations should take action to address important societal issues, according to 81% of 

Americans. And 88% believed corporations have power to induce social change. Ninety-two 

percent of Americans thought that the United States government is responsible to drive change 

on issues; 89% thought the President is responsible; and 84% believed businesses are 

responsible. Seventy percent believed that companies should take a stance on their political 

beliefs even if it is controversial. Millennials want companies to respond to current events 

quickly—62% thought they should respond within 72 hours (Global Strategy Group, 2016). 

 Millennials and Gen Z are two key groups that companies have their eyes on as they 

grow older and acquire more spending power. By 2020, Gen Z is expected to make up 40% of all 

consumers (Finch, 2015). “Younger consumers want to know that their ‘values are aligned,’” 

said Ken Kraemer, the former CEO of Deep Focus agency.  

Seventy-two percent of Gen Z considered a company’s purpose when deciding what to 

buy (Porter Novelli & Cone Communications, 2019). Rafael Donato, creative vice president at 

DAVID The Agency, said, “The world has never been more divided, and brands cannot afford to 

sit on the fence anymore. Brands that have the courage to put themselves on the line will get 

rewarded” (Ogilvy, 2020). 

DoSomething Strategic found that “76% of young people said they have purchased (53%) 

or would consider purchasing (23%) a brand/product to show support for the issues the brand 

supported.” Forty percent of young people have stopped purchasing, and 27% would consider 

stopping if a company did something that did not align with their values (Ferguson, 2018). 

Ninety-one percent of Millennials would switch to a brand related to a cause (Cone 

Communications, 2015). For CEO activism, 71% of Millennials and even 63% of Generation X 

supported CEO activism (Larcker & Tayan, 2018). 
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CEO activism is another facet of brand activism that consumers endorse. Thirty-eight 

percent of Americans had a favorable view on CEO activism, 25% had a less favorable view and 

37% said it does not make a difference or they do not know (Weber Shandwick, 2018). Instead 

of waiting for the government to act, CEOs should take the lead, according to 74% of the general 

population (Edelman, 2020). Fifty-six percent of the public had no respect for CEOs who 

remained silent on important societal issues. Eighty-four percent of the public expected CEOs to 

contribute to conversations and policy debates on one or more issues, such as jobs, the economy, 

immigration, education, healthcare, discrimination and corruption (Loeb, 2018). Because CEOs 

have vast power and influence, many expect them to use it in a way to effect change. 

Forty-eight percent of Americans believed that the government’s decisions and actions 

are influenced by CEOs, compared to 18% who said it had no influence. Democrats (54%) and 

Republicans (51%) alike agreed CEO activism influenced government’s actions. If they agreed 

with the stance on issues that CEOs speak out on, 46% of Americans would be more likely to 

buy from the company. Thirty-nine percent believed that these executives have a responsibility 

to talk about these important social issues, and 77% believed that CEOs need to defend their 

company’s values amid these issues (Weber Shandwick, 2018). Seventy-two percent of 

respondents who identified as Democrats supported CEO activism, while 57% who identified as 

Republicans do (Larcker & Tayan, 2018). 

And consumers do take action. Among those aware of CEO activism, 64% of consumers 

have taken any action. Forty-two percent have changed their purchasing behavior, with 35% 

deciding not to buy from or boycotting the company (Weber Shandwick, 2018). Ninety-three 

percent of employees said that they were more likely to purchase from companies if they agreed 
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with statements made by CEOs on key issues. Eighty-four percent said they were less likely to 

purchase if they disagreed (BRANDfog, 2018). 

Employees 

Perhaps the most important people are those who work with you and for you. Potential 

employees seek strong values in the companies they want to work for, especially younger 

workers—“And Millennials are more likely than older workers to be concerned about the social 

impact of the company for which they work, and also more willing to express those concerns” 

(Davis & White, 2015, p. 40). They want to know where the leaders of their organizations stand. 

These positions influence employee recruitment and retention (Noguchi, 2018). 

 When companies can speak out on these social issues, the workplace environment can 

benefit to “unlock new levels of employee engagement, ideation, and impact, outcomes that are 

especially desirable in this era of flattening hierarchies and social media-powered brands” (Davis 

& White, 2015, p. 41). 

Chief reputation strategist of Weber Shandwick, Leslie Gaines-Ross, said, “I think what 

we’re seeing now is employees are impacting leaders and impressing on them that this is an issue 

that is that important that they do speak out” (Noguchi, 2018). Thirty-one percent of Americans 

who were employed said that if their CEOs took stances on divisive issues, they would be more 

loyal to their companies (Weber Shandwick, 2018).  

Eighty-two percent of employees believed that it was important to know their CEOs’ 

positions on social issues such as women’s reproductive rights, gun control, immigration, 

economic inequality, racial discrimination and LGBTQIA rights. Seventy-five percent said that it 

was important for their employers to publicly communicate their opinions on key social issues 

(BRANDfog, 2018). 
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According to the 2019 Edelman Trust Barometer, 67% of employees expected that their 

prospective employers will join them in taking action on social issues, which is almost as high as 

the expectations of personal empowerment and job opportunity, which are 74% and 80%, 

respectively. These employees trusted in their companies—around 58% of employees in the 

general population believed that their employers were trustworthy sources of information on 

social issues on which there is no general agreement (Edelman, 2019). 

 Seventy-one percent of employees believed that in difficult times, it was important for 

“my CEO” to respond to industry issues, political events, national crises and employee-driven 

issues. And 75% trusted their employers to do what was right, which is a higher percentage than 

their trust in NGOs, business and the media to do what was right (Edelman, 2019). CEOs’ 

political endorsements can also significantly affect how their employees contribute to campaigns 

(Chatterji & Toffel, 2018).  

Companies are seen as outward expressions of employees’ interests and values. Jeff 

Immelt, the former CEO of General Electric, said, “We’re also stewards of our companies; we’re 

representatives of the people that work with us. And I think we’re cowards if we don’t take a 

position occasionally on those things that are really consistent with what our mission is and 

where our people stand” (Chatterji & Toffel, 2018). 

The gap between a company’s values and its employees’ values can cause chaos if 

nothing is done to close it. Employees are willing to voice their concerns if their companies’ 

values do not align with their own values. Marc Benioff tweeted that “CEOs have to realize that 

Millennials are coming into the organization and expecting the CEO to publicly represent the 

values of that organization” (Marc Benioff, 2018).  
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Around 38% of employees, branded as “employee activists,” reported that they have 

spoken up about their employers’ actions over controversial issues, whether to support them or 

criticize them. Around 48% of Millennials are employee activists, which is more than Gen Xers 

(33%) and Baby Boomers (27%) (Weber Shandwick, 2019).  

Investors 

 Larry Fink made it clear that companies cannot operate with only profit in mind. In a 

January 2018 letter, Fink wrote that companies need to pursue not only profit but purpose, if they 

are to receive BlackRock funding, saying, “To prosper over time, every company must not only 

deliver financial performance, but also show how it makes a positive contribution to society” 

(Fink, 2018). 

 In a 2019 letter to CEOs, Fink emphasized the trend of stakeholders “pushing companies 

to wade into sensitive social and political issues—especially as they see governments failing to 

so effectively.” Because he believes that companies can solve important public issues like 

retirement, infrastructure and developing the workforce, leaders must step up because the world 

depends on businesses planning for the long term (BlackRock, 2019). 

 In January 2020, Fink announced that climate change will be central to BlackRock’s 

investment decisions. He cited the reshaping of the financial landscape by climate change and 

BlackRock’s environmental sustainability goals. Companies in its actively managed portfolios 

that generate over 25% of revenues from coal production will be dropped and companies will 

have to disclose additional information about their sustainability practices. Fink’s actions as head 

of the world’s largest asset manager have significant impact on other financial firms and asset 

management firms (Wamsley, 2020). 
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Issues 

Types of Issues 

 In this increasingly polarized landscape in the United States, it is unclear what issues are 

appropriate or inappropriate for companies to take stances on. Some issues are more sensitive 

than others, raising the possibilities of more backlash or support.  

According to a 2018 Morning Consult study, this was the percentage of people who said 

they would have a more favorable view of a company if they found out a company advocated or 

supported for: civil rights (61%), the rights of racial minorities in America (57%), reforming the 

criminal justice system (54%), affirmative action (44%), the rights of transgender people (44%), 

gay rights (42%), stricter gun control (44%), stricter immigration policy (39%), the campaign of 

a Democratic lawmaker (32%), the right of protestors to kneel during the national anthem (33%), 

stricter policies preventing abortion (30%) and the campaign of a Republican lawmaker (23%) 

(Morning Consult, 2018). 

However, there were several issues where the percentages of people who said they would 

have a less favorable view of the company if they found out the company supported a certain 

issue. This is the case for the right of protestors to kneel during the national anthem (38%), 

stricter policies preventing abortion (36%) and the campaign of a Republican lawmaker (35%). 

Anthem-kneeling proved to be one of the most divisive issues a company can take a stance on 

(Morning Consult, 2018). 

The acceptance of a stance on an issue also varies on political party affiliation. 

Democrats and Republicans react differently to issues like gun control, immigration and 

LGBTQIA rights. For Starbucks’ Race Together campaign, twice as many Democrats viewed it 

positively as those who viewed it negatively. In contrast, three times as many Republicans 
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viewed it negatively as viewed it positively. This trend was also seen with Apple CEO’s support 

for same-sex marriage. Issues that were less partisan, such as parental leave and STEM 

education, were supported by both parties (Global Strategy Group, 2016).  

Around 64% of Democrats believed that companies should take positions on social issues 

considered important to their workforce and to society, even if they aren’t directly related to their 

core businesses, compared to 68% of Republicans who believed that companies should not take 

positions on social issues (Weber Shandwick, 2018). 

Speaking out about Trump generates significant backlash, regardless if it is a positive or 

negative statement. Only 30% of people will have a more favorable opinion of your company if 

it issues a positive statement about President Trump. Similarly, only 32% will have a more 

favorable opinion of your company if it issues a negative statement about the president (Morning 

Consult, 2018). Under Armour CEO Kevin Plank, praised Trump in a 2017 interview, calling 

him “pro-business” and a “real asset” to the company amid the Charlottesville violence and 

travel ban. His comments drew the sharp ire of not only customers, but company-sponsored 

athletes, such as Stephen Curry and Misty Copeland (Bloomberg, 2017). 

These studies reveal that issues related to the workplace were issues that most Americans 

thought were appropriate for brand activism, with more divisive issues such as LGBTQIA rights, 

abortion, gun violence and marijuana legalization gaining the least support. Issues that are 

universally seen as “good” or “bad” can be considered “safe,” such as pet adoption, sex 

trafficking and cures for cancer and dangerous diseases. Support for military veterans is also a 

safe topic, especially for attracting job candidates (Dixon, 2017). 

Smart CEOs carefully choose what issues matter and why to mitigate backlash (Chatterji 

& Toffel, 2018). Similarly to company-wide brand activism, in CEO activism certain issues are 
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viewed as more acceptable. A survey conducted by Stanford University’s Rock Center for 

Corporate Governance found that the public most favored CEO activism on environmental 

issues: clean air or water (78%), renewable energy (68%), sustainability (65%) and climate 

change (65%). Widespread social issues like healthcare (69%), income inequality (66%), poverty 

(65%) and taxes (58%) also garnered substantial support (Larcker & Tayan, 2018). 

In contrast, racial issues (54%), LGBTQIA rights (43%) and gender issues (40%) 

garnered less support. Not surprisingly, gun control (45%), abortion (37%), and religion (31%) 

were much more mixed. Out of these three issues, gun control was the only issue with a net-

favorable position—35% of the public did not support CEO activism on this issue, compared to 

45% who did (Larcker & Tayan, 2018). 

However, because each company is unique, success in brand activism is not immediately 

determined by the types of issues companies decide to speak out on. Any issue, even the ones 

considered safe or appropriate, carry risks. 

Authenticity 

Instead, it is how these brands decide to act on these issues that influences how people 

respond, including the authenticity of the stance and the relation of the issue to the company. 

Often, authenticity comes from knowing your company inside and out and researching the issue. 

To make a tangible impact on public policy, CEO activists must thoroughly understand the issue 

because their credibility derives from deep analysis, providing justification for “why this issue 

matters to this CEO of this business at this time” (Chatterji & Toffel, 2018). 

 Consumers can see through a shallow campaign, “Brand purpose requires sustained, 

long-term commitment. Otherwise, it’s just an ad” (Beer, 2019). Nike founder, Philip Knight, 

said, “It doesn’t matter how many people hate your brand as long as enough people love it. And 
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as long as you have that attitude, you can’t be afraid of offending people. You can’t try and go 

down the middle of the road. You have to take a stand on something, which is ultimately I think 

why the Kaepernick ad worked” (Snyder, 2019).When a company takes a stand on a social or 

environmental issue, 65% of Americans and 76% of Millennials said they would do research to 

make sure the stance is authentic (Cone Communications, 2017).  

 It is a standard for companies to have a greater purpose, but “purpose without 

authenticity doesn’t work” (Lirtsman, 2017). There is a lot of conversation around purpose 

brands but less around authenticity. Where does authenticity stem from? Taking a stance that 

clearly contradicts with your company’s internal values or past actions is problematic. 

Sensitive, contentious topics require extensive research to gain more insights into how 

these risky campaigns can affect consumers and brands. As chief strategy officer of Saatchi & 

Saatchi, Wanda Pogue, said, “It is essential that companies remain true to their inherent values 

and do not come across as opportunistic” (Carr, 2017). If a brand can genuinely show that the 

issue it takes a stand on is thoroughly researched and is something that the company takes 

seriously, then the issue, whatever it is, matters less than its articulation. 

Effects of Brand Activism 

 Brand activism not only affects the company but its stakeholders and society. The 

consequences differ based on the types of issues engaged in—stakeholder attitudes, execution 

and more. It is inevitable that the company will have loyal supporters and also angry opponents, 

and the bolder the move, the greater the repercussions. As Colin Powell, former secretary of state 

and now Salesforce board director, said to Marc Benioff, “The farther you go up the tree, the 

more your backside is going to be exposed, and you’d better be careful” (Chatterji & Toffel, 

2018). 
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Financial Impact 

Marketers’ end goals are to improve brand perceptions and drive sales (Bonchek and 

France, 2016). Motivations to purchase from brands is positively influenced by marketing efforts 

that reflect values related to social issues (Ellen, Webb, & Mohr, 2006). Studies have found that 

CSA on certain issues did affect consumer purchase intentions and, consequently, the financial 

outcomes of an organization. The financial impact can be negative or positive depending on the 

stakeholder group. Greater agreement with a corporate stance on issues related to same-sex 

marriage, healthcare reform and emergency contraception resulted in greater purchase intentions 

and lesser agreement with a stance resulted in lesser purchase intentions (Dodd & Supa, 2014).  

A study by the same researchers found that there was a strong correlation for purchase 

intention when CSA communication is paired with other measures of purchasing behavior. 

Regardless of an individual's position on an issue, such as same-sex marriage, when beliefs with 

the organization were congruent (and vice versa), purchase intentions were greatest. For 

example, “when participants held an anti-stance toward same-sex marriage that was congruent 

with the organization’s stance, purchasing intentions were greatest. And, when participants held 

a pro-stance toward same-sex marriage that was incongruent with the organization’s stance, 

purchasing intentions were lowest” (Dodd & Supa, 2015, p. 293). 

When stakeholders held similar beliefs, organizations’ anti stances toward same-sex 

marriage might impact financial goals more so than when organizations held pro stances. When 

stakeholders held opposing beliefs, organizations’ pro stances toward same-sex marriage might 

impact financial goals more so than when organizations held anti stances (Dodd & Supa, 2015). 

Consumers can boycott or “buycott” brands that engage in brand activism (Dodd, 2015; 

Fox, 2017; Garfield, 2018). Boycotting occurs when consumers purposely avoid a company’s 
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product or service because they oppose the company’s operations or do not agree with its values 

(Baek, 2010; Basci, 2014; Carr, Gotlieb, & Shan, 2012). Buycotting occurs when consumers 

purposely purchase a product or service from a company because they support the company’s 

stance on one of these controversial issues (Baek, 2010; Basci, 2014; Carr, Gotlieb, & Shan, 

2012). Boycotting is usually associated with negative emotions and buycotting with positive 

emotions. A company’s brand activism efforts can result in boycotting, buycotting or both, 

depending on who reacts negatively or positively, which raises the need for thorough research 

before taking a stance. Or else, the risk is lost market share and business (Hong, 2018). 

CEO activism has the power to influence purchasing behaviors. Brian Tayan, a researcher 

at Stanford Graduate School of Business, said, “Interestingly, people are much more likely to 

think of products they have stopped using than products they have started using because of a 

position the CEO took on a public issue. When consumers don’t like what they hear, they react 

the best way they know how to: by closing their wallets” (Larcker & Tayan, 2018). 

In a study on CEO activism on public opinion and consumer attitudes regarding Tim 

Cook’s statements on the Religious Freedom Restoration Act (RFRA), respondents who were 

exposed to Cook’s statement that the law discriminated against gays had higher intent to 

purchase Apple products than those who were not exposed. Evidence supports that it was his 

activism, not merely the mention of him, that resulted in this. In addition, same-sex marriage 

supporters drove this effect and his statement did not change the purchase intent of opponents of 

same-sex marriage. As a result, CEO activism has the potential to increase purchase intentions, 

but only to the degree that the CEO’s message and individuals’ policy preferences align. Support 

can be gained, especially among supporters of the stance, but it also can alienate those who 

disagree (Chatterji & Toffel, 2019). 
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Reputation and Public Image 

Brand activism efforts are inextricably entwined in organizations’ perceived reputations. 

An unnamed Wall Street executive said, “Companies respond to reputational risk aggressively. 

Activist shareholders, public pressure from customers amplified through social media, and 

business press all combine to move corporate leadership to engage on issues to protect brands” 

(VandeHei & Allen, 2018). 

If a company is seen as “values-oriented,” consumers are more accepting of a company’s 

political stance. A company’s intended image affects how consumers respond when a company 

takes a stance, and if the actions do not align with image, “perceived hypocrisy” may occur, 

influencing purchasing behavior. A company can be perceived to be driven by the external 

marketplace or internal values (Korschun, Rafieian, Aggarwal, & Swain, 2016).  

When a company that presents itself as market-driven takes a stand, it is seen as more 

hypocritical. If it abstains, perceived hypocrisy is low. But when a company that presents itself 

as values-driven abstains, it is seen as more hypocritical because the company is believed to have 

more freedom in its ability to take a stand and is expected to take a stand. Consumers may even 

feel that this is deception or disingenuity. As a result, there may be greater risk for values-driven 

companies that do not take a stand rather than when they take a stand, even when consumers 

disagree. Companies must carefully consider how consumers view them (Korschun, Rafieian, 

Aggarwal, & Swain, 2016). These criticisms make it difficult for business leaders to advocate for 

social causes because stakeholders may not trust their motives (Chatterji & Toffel, 2019). 

CEO activism has a significant effect on how consumers feel about the brand and it is 

inevitably tied with the company. Thirty-five percent of the public was more likely to remember 
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products they stopped using or use less because of the CEO’s stance, and 20% thought of 

products they started using or used more (Larcker & Tayan, 2018).  

In addition, the polarizing nature of issues that CEOs talk about cannot be overlooked. In 

the survey, many CEOs who were cited as examples of CEO activism, were mentioned as 

examples the public agrees with and disagrees with, like the CEO of Chick-fil-A, who was cited 

both positively and negatively for his views of religious rights and the LGBTQIA community. 

CEO activism is a double-edged sword (Larcker & Tayan, 2018). 

Silence is also deadly. In a climate where issues will only continue to get bigger, 

stakeholders push companies to take sides. “Trying to keep your brand out of the cultural 

conversation isn’t just a poor strategy. It’s a pipe dream,” said KBS chief strategy officer, Jonah 

Bloom (Carr, 2017). There will be more expectations for leaders to publicly make statements.  

The executives understand the risk of speaking out but they also understand the risk of 

not speaking out, which is sometimes “more conspicuous—and more consequential” (Chatterji & 

Toffel, 2018). Nancy Koehn, historian at Harvard Business School, said, “The CEOs of big 

public companies don’t walk out onto the plank of social and political leadership by default. But 

today, to keep silent is to jeopardize the reputation of the company” (Gelles, 2017). 

Social Media 

Social media is a driver of brand activism, but it is also a double-edged sword—“One of 

the greatest dangers for a company in the age of social media is acting in ways that are 

inconsistent with its core values—or failing to act in ways that demonstrate brand integrity” 

(O’Brien & DeHaas, 2017).   

Seventy-two percent of employees said that they expected the CEOs of brands they 

supported to address key social issues on social media. When CEOs do address social issues on 
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social media, 79% agreed that it helped to build brand trust, and 85% agreed that it influenced 

their views of the companies and their reputations. CEOs using social media to take positions 

demonstrated great leadership (86%), and they can act as role models for the next generation of 

leaders (82%) (BRANDfog, 2018). 

Social media has drastically changed the dynamics between consumers and brands. With 

social media, the power of consumers has increased more than the power of brand owners 

because of the direct communication between consumers and their content creation often exceeds 

brands’. Now, new forms of consumer resistance to brand strategy exist as people can post 

anytime and anywhere (Leitch & Merlot, 2017). 

Public Policy and Law 

 Companies’ vocal stances can have real-world effects on public policy if the message is 

authentic and credible (Chatterji & Toffel, 2018). CEO activism’s effects on public policy vary 

depending on the stages of the political lifecycle: initiation, early adoption, diffusion and 

standardization. CEO activism usually occurs in the early adoption and diffusion stages, where it 

pushes for specific legislation or opposes pending legislation. If it occurs after the passage of 

legislation, it seeks to build support to repeal, oppose or prevent diffusion (Chatterji & Toffel, 

2019). CEO activism seems to be more successful in blocking legislation that has not been 

passed than reversing legislation that has already been enacted (Chatterji & Toffel, 2018).  

Public Opinion and Awareness 

 If brand activism does not succeed in impacting laws and public policy, it does act in 

raising awareness about important societal issues. CEOs making public statements on the news 

and on social media can rally support for social movements, something that would not have been 

the concern of CEOs in the past (Chatterji & Toffel, 2018). Benioff said, “And when we, as 
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leaders, speak out for the causes we believe in, we inspire employees to do the same” (Benioff, 

2019, p. 222). 

 CEO activism also affects sustainability transitions, the process of “firms adopting more 

sustainable behaviors” in ways that “accumulat[e] to create actual sectoral sustainability” in 

issues surrounding air pollution and ecosystem preservation in a variety of industries (Delmas, 

Lyon, & Maxwell, 2019). Sustainability transitions also refer to policies about human rights, like 

inequality and discrimination. CEO activism can promote these transitions by influencing 

consumer and investor preferences to support firms that engage in these sustainable activities and 

increasing support for environmental laws. Public opinion toward policies viewed as 

discriminatory can be changed by CEO activism (Chatterji & Toffel, 2019). 

A study on CEO activism on public opinion and consumer attitudes regarding Tim 

Cook’s statements on the RFRA in Indiana found that public opinion can be shaped by CEO 

activism when it frames the public discourse and it can do so as effectively as statements made 

by politicians or unattributed remarks. Cook’s views that opposed the RFRA decreased public 

support for the law, but no more so than identical statements that were unattributed or attributed 

to other business or political leaders. The framing of controversial issues is important. When 

CEO statements on controversial issues are covered by the media, CEO activism has the 

potential to influence public policy (Chatterji & Toffel, 2019). 

 The positive and negative effects of CEO activism vary by who makes the statement and 

the issue at hand. A statement from an individual well-known CEO like Tim Cook has a different 

impact than a statement from an unnamed group of CEOs. The issues studied, same-sex marriage 

and climate change, may resonate differently if one is considered more partisan than the other or 

if one attracts more media and political attention. How much the leader is involved, the elasticity 
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of demand for the company’s products and media coverage of CEO activism also affects 

reception (Chatterji & Toffel, 2019). 

Does Profit Still Reign Over Purpose? 

 Although there is a growing desire for companies and CEOs to speak out, many chief 

executives do not. As Al Kelly, CEO of Visa, put it, “Our job is not to be dividing the country. 

Our job is not to lecture people about what to do or what to buy” (Gelles, 2019). The August 

2019 CMO survey found that 73.5% of CMOS believed it was inappropriate for their brands to 

take stances on politically charged issues (Deloitte, Duke University Fuqua School of Business, 

& The American Marketing Association, 2019). A survey conducted by Chief Executive and the 

USC Annenberg Center for Public Relations found that 60% of the CEOs who responded said 

they were unlikely to communicate about any social issue in 2019. If they did speak out, they 

planned to communicate on issues such as data privacy, healthcare and diversity and inclusion, 

and less on controversial issues like immigration (Chief Executive, 2019).  

Fred Cook, director of the USC Center for Public Relations, said, “At a time when high-

profile corporations like Nike and Levi Strauss are speaking out about societal issues, it’s 

fascinating to see that the majority of CEOs have little interest in being part of that conversation. 

Most of them are more interested in using their communications channels to sell their products 

and build their brands.” The CEOs’ main communication goals were selling their products and 

services (44%) and differentiating their brand from competitors (39%) (Chief Executive, 2019).  

When a company struggles to reconcile profit and purpose, profit often prevails. Chad 

Dickerson, the previous CEO of Etsy, helped the company become a Certified B Corporation in 

2015, focusing on how the company could contribute value to the world. However, once Etsy 

went public and its shares fell, Dickerson was out as CEO, saying, “It’s not Milton Friedman’s 
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1970s shareholder value world anymore. Except when it is” (Gelles, 2019). For a public 

company, stock price takes priority.  

In 2015, David Crane, CEO of NRG, one of the nation’s largest power producers and also 

one of the largest polluters, endorsed a plan for the company to be carbon neutral by 2040. The 

board resisted, and once the stock price began to fall, Crane was out. He said, “The fact that 

employees liked it was overwhelmed by the fact that the board didn’t like it, and investors didn’t 

care” (Gelles, 2019). 

Even as brands cite purpose and social impact as they take stances, the elusive motive 

behind brand activism may still be money. NYU professor Scott Galloway said, “All of these 

companies finding their woke values is not a function of their principles. It’s a function of 

shareholder value.” For example, Nike has not done anything more with Kaepernick since the 

September 2018 campaign. “There’s a great risk of this type of language being employed in a 

cynical and opportunistic way. I worry that these displays of conviction might actually be a lack 

of conviction, that it’s actually just based on market analytics,” said Dickerson (Gelles, 2019).  

 

Research Methodology 

 A qualitative method, in-depth interviews, was used to approach the research. In-depth 

interviews offer deeper insight than surveys or focus groups because they allow the researcher to 

establish rapport, ask follow-up questions and obtain additional information on topics. The 

researcher has greater freedom to explore extra knowledge (Steber, 2017). 

 Brand activism is a developing field that has gained traction in the last few years and 

continues to grow and change. Using in-depth interviews allows examination of the on-going 

trends and nuances of the field, especially because the field is a relatively new phenomenon in 



 

 

44 

the corporate world that is still being studied. The objectives of the interviews were to discuss 

drivers, trends, cases and consequences of brand activism from the professionals’ points of view. 

Ten in-depth interviews were conducted of marketing, advertising or public relations 

professionals over the phone, over video chat or through written communication. The data 

collection period started in October 2019 and ended in March 2020. Interviews lasted 30 minutes 

to one hour and participants were asked a series of questions on brand activism definitions, 

drivers, consequences, trends and cases. Interviews were conducted conversationally, and 

follow-up questions were posed in response to the participants’ answers to explore other topics 

of brand activism. The respondents were comprised of: 

● Participant A: Senior Vice President at a global public relations agency 

● Participant B: Assistant Account Executive at a public relations agency 

● Participant C: Vice President at an advertising agency 

● Participant D: CSR Coordinator at a global media and entertainment firm 

● Participant E: Ph.D. Student of Public Relations 

● Participant F: Business Development Director at a strategic consultancy 

● Participant G: Account Executive at a public relations agency 

● Participant H: Partner at a strategic consultancy 

● Participant I: Adjunct Instructor at a private university and brand strategy 

professional 

● Participant J: Adjunct Instructor at a private university and owner of a marketing 

and brand strategy consultancy 

Participants were recruited through The Tina Press & David Rubin Career Development 

Center and personal contacts of the undergraduate student and faculty advisor. The participants 
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worked at public relations agencies, marketing and advertising agencies, media companies, and 

consumer goods companies. One is a Ph.D. student in public relations. Most participants were 

based in New York City.  

The interviews were recorded and transcribed. Thematic analysis was used to identify 

common themes among the participants’ answers in the research categories. The questions asked 

were: 

1. What is your definition of brand activism? 

2. Good examples of brand activism? 

3. Bad examples of brand activism?  

4. Why are companies engaging in brand activism? What is the driving force? 

5. What are the goals of brand activism? Are there tangible metrics to measure success? 

6. What makes brand activism successful/unsuccessful? 

7. Is there a need for brand activism? Is it a “do or die” type of thing for companies in this 

time, especially with the pressure from younger consumers? 

8. What issues do you think companies should/should not take a stance on? 

9. Is there an issue of getting “too political”? What is a company’s place in these issues? 

10. Is there a type of company that is more inclined to engage in brand activism? 

11. How do companies engage in brand activism without seeming disingenuous or 

inauthentic? How do you shy away from being seen as exploiting important events? 

12. What are the risks and consequences of brand activism? How do you evaluate the trade 

off? 

13. How do companies deal with the backlash? 

14. Within the overall business, how is purpose balanced with profit? 
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15. How does the current political and sociocultural climate affect brand activism? 

16. What is the future of brand activism? 

17. Does brand activism have a real effect on the world besides benefiting the company? 

Findings 

Brand Activism Definitions 

In response to their individual definitions of brand activism, the respondents’ answers 

occupied a spectrum that spanned being involved on issues that are beneficial to society to how 

companies engage on controversial issues facing society, often issues that concern the 

companies. Several respondents maintained the difference between making a statement and 

actually taking action in their own definitions. 

 Participant J said that brand activism is “participating to positively impact the ever-

changing social conversation, on the side of universal rights of humans, animals, and the planet” 

(Participant J, personal communication, February 21, 2020). Participant I compared brand 

activism to social entrepreneurship, saying it was “being socially conscious of the economic 

environment and the social environment that it is in that is taking into account the needs of the 

general public to benefit social welfare” (Participant I, personal communication, February 11, 

2020). Both definitions of brand activism encompass a type of corporate social responsibility 

approach on broad social issues facing society. 

Participant F said that it is about brands “taking a stand on key issues that are relevant to 

them” because brands are more than what they sell and “have the power to make changes that 

people want to see in the world” (Participant F, personal communication, February 3, 2020). 

Similarly, Participant D noted that brand activism includes taking a “somewhat social political 

stance” (Participant D, personal communication, November 8, 2019).  
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In addition, Participant B mentioned that it involves issues that impact society, not just 

business, but often stirs up controversy (Participant B, personal communication, October 25, 

2019). Participant G said that brand activism occurs “when brands take a stand or have their 

business efforts towards different social movements for political-type things” (Participant G, 

personal communication, February 21, 2020). These definitions emphasize sociopolitical issues 

that have the potential to cause a stir. 

Participant H defined brand activism in two ways. The first is from the perspective of 

companies and brands in terms of “lending their voice, having a position, and taking action on 

issues that matter,” particularly issues that are highest in the public consciousness. The second 

definition is from the perspective of consumers through their shopping and purchase behaviors, 

such as “their willingness to advocate for, to recommend, to switch shopping and purchasing 

based on their perception of the impact they can make by engaging with that brand” (Participant 

H, personal communication, March 26, 2020). This definition illustrates the two-way street of 

brand activism and how it involves both the brand and the consumer. 

Participant A distinguished the difference between advocacy and brand activism, where 

activism requires more commitment, “taking bigger, more aggressive actions, whether in support 

or disapproval of what often an entity is doing or not doing” (Participant A, personal 

communication, October 25, 2019). Participant C also highlighted the importance of action in 

brand activism, saying, “It incorporates brand purpose, so a brand making a statement about 

what is important from a values perspective, but it also requires it to be true brand activism. True 

brand activism requires action.” To some, brand activism is not just a brand taking advantage of 

a big cultural topic or controversy—it requires more. 
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Sometimes “more” means taking a risk. Participant E noted that “one of the significant 

characteristics of brand activism is taking a risk because it’s a controversial issue (Participant E, 

personal communication, November 11, 2019). Participant D said, “Being activist means being 

bold and contrarian. There’s a distinction between a cause-marketing campaign and something 

that’s more activist-centric. Anything that is attributed to brand activism is a little more bold, 

courageous and jarring” (Participant D, personal communication, November 8, 2019). 

Overall, brand activism is taking an active stance on an issue that matters not only to the 

business, but to its stakeholders. Usually, the issue is controversial in nature, such as a social 

issue that attracts attention. Brand activism does not require simply just support on an issue from 

a brand, but greater commitment that conveys action. It is about having a point of view. 

Types of Organizations Engaging in Brand Activism 

 Not all organizations and businesses engage in brand activism but there are some types 

that are more inclined to come forward on these issues. Outdoor companies, like Patagonia and 

REI, and even sports companies, like Nike and Dick’s Sporting Goods, have relevant issues to 

speak out on because of the nature of the industries they are in. Increasingly, consumer packaged 

goods companies are starting to get onboard because there are many issues facing their supply 

chains and labor (Participant B, personal communication, October 25, 2019). 

 Participant A noted the presence of “purpose natives,” companies like Ben & Jerry’s and 

Tom’s that were “founded on purpose and with purpose.” These companies encompass purpose 

at their cores, so their consumers expect them to be vocal (Participant A, personal 

communication, October 25, 2019). Similarly, Participant H cited REI and Patagonia because 

they were “purpose-led from the beginning” (Participant H, personal communication, March 26. 

2020). 
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Companies with a largely Millennial and Gen Z consumer base are also companies that 

are going to come out in bigger ways because “it is definitely a safe space for them to come out 

on any number of political issues just given that the group is so vocal and so demanding that 

these companies take a stand” (Participant A, personal communication, October 25, 2019). 

Participant D said that companies that have a startup environment or are geared toward 

Millennials are going to lean more activist because of the ethos of the generation (Participant D, 

personal communication, November 8, 2019). 

 In addition, Participant G said that companies that are reactive to issues tend to engage in 

more brand activism, and also companies that are involved in issues that are inevitably political. 

For example, when there was a shooting at a Walmart in El Paso, Texas, it was inevitable for 

Walmart to take a stand on issues concerning gun violence and assault weapons. Some brands 

are just pulled into issues, like when white supremacists carried tiki torches in the march in 

Charlottesville, and Tiki Brand had to issue a statement to clarify that it was not associated with 

the events (Participant G, personal communication, February 21, 2020).  

 Participant I identified two types of organizations that engage in brand activism. 

Companies can “drum up controversy and attach their brand controversy with a very strategic 

focus, knowing that this controversy fits,” like Nike. Or, there are brands that exist “for the sake 

of being socially conscious” where it is “baked into the culture from the lowest level to the upper 

level,” like Starbucks or Tom’s. Organizations that go farther up the commodity line need less of 

a social standing, rather than a niche product or fashion-driven product. If every organization 

started taking stances on social issues, “it washes everything pretty” (Participant I, personal 

communication, February 12, 2020). 
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 Any organization has the ability to engage in brand activism but it comes more natural to 

some than others. Organizations founded with a social mission often are more inclined to speak 

out because that is what they have been doing since the inception. Brands with products or 

services that mesh with a younger audience find that it may be in their best interests to be active 

on issues that Millennials or Gen Z care about. In addition, especially with a multitude of issues 

facing all industries, businesses that have products or services in the crosshairs of these issues 

find themselves entwined with the problem and the solution. 

CEO Activism 

 As leaders and faces of companies, CEOs have an important position to play in brand 

activism and sometimes in CEO activism. But is CEO activism necessary to propel brand 

activism? Participant F believes that CEO activism amplifies brand activism and draws attention. 

When leadership is on board, it ensures a long-term view of the company and adds credibility 

(Participant F, personal communication, February 3, 2020). Participant D agreed, saying that 

“the CEO really propels the movement.” The CEO always needs to be on board because the 

campaign will become public facing (Participant D, personal communication, November 8, 

2019).  

Participant H also said that CEOs are more credible because they are the leaders and 

spokespeople for companies, saying, “How can companies take a stand if the leader does not 

believe or is not willing to put their neck, their name on the line? I do think it’s essential for 

credible and lasting effort” (Participant H, personal communication, March 26, 2020). 

Participant G believes that it is not necessary but it does attract media attention 

(Participant G, personal communication, February 21, 2020). Participant I said, “I think it 

depends on where the brand is in its lifecycle. I think it depends on what the goals and missions 
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of the company are.” Howard Schultz, Starbucks’ past CEO, was particularly effective because 

he was well known. Because brands have three ways to showcase their brand—to consumers, 

shareholders and employees—a CEO can be active within the company as well (Participant I, 

personal communication, February 12, 2020). 

Overall, a CEO who drives brand activism measures can be an asset to the organization if 

he or she is committed to the cause. As leaders and visionaries of the organizations that have 

enormous influence, they have the credibility and the power to enact change. 

Drivers of Brand Activism 

 Reaching stakeholders is certainly a driver of brand activism, especially consumers who 

impact your bottom line. Younger consumers, like Millennials and Gen Z, are groups that brands 

are trying to reach by being more engaged on controversial issues. Participant A addressed that a 

motivation is certainly sales, but “there’s just such a consumer and an employee expectation, 

especially from younger consumers and employees. You just can’t compete anymore unless 

you’re a brand that takes a stand” (Participant A, personal communication, October 25, 2019).  

Participant D discussed the rise of conscious consumerism and conscious capitalism, 

spearheaded by Millennials and Gen Z who have “political bend” and will use their dollars to 

impose their views on corporations who they feel cannot operate in a vacuum and do whatever 

they want (Participant D, personal communication, November 8, 2019). 

 Participant F also affirmed that the driving force is “a cultural change driven largely by 

young people for brands to do better.” In the past 10 years, it is no longer “do no harm,” but do 

good. Participant F said, “We’re expecting brands to not only stand for something, but to 

promote and to use the power of their platforms to do more good in this world.” Not only do 

brands have the power to influence change—people, especially younger consumers, expect them 
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to and they hold more and more purchasing power (Participant F, personal communication, 

February 3, 2020).  

Participant B discussed how Millennials and Gen Z think more about the products they 

purchase and who they give their money to and companies risk falling behind if they do not meet 

consumers’ desires of brands becoming more responsible and sustainable (Participant B, 

personal communication, October 25, 2019). 

 Participant H noted that the younger generation is going to care more about this type of 

segment because they tend to be in the “LOHAS” segment: lifestyle, health, and sustainability. 

Participant H said, “When you are younger, you have more time and you are more hopeful. The 

world is not defined for you.” However, it cannot be definitively said that all Gen Z and 

Millennials are interested in all forms of brand activism because it depends on their political 

affiliations (Participant H, personal communication, March 26, 2020). 

 Furthermore, social media has expanded the lines of communication between company 

and consumer. “Corporations and CEOs can directly express their opinions without censorship. 

Social media opened the possibility of brand activism,” said Participant E. Especially in the 

United States, “consumers look to companies to participate in social activities and disclose their 

social and political identities” (Participant E, personal communication, November 11, 2019). 

Similarly, Participant H said brand activism is about having a point of view and sharing the 

brand’s voice with the world. By doing that, hopefully it will cause engagement with the issue or 

brand (Participant H, personal communication, March 26, 2020). 

 Participant C also believed in the power of brand activism to deepen relationships with 

consumers and create a more emotional connection with consumers, especially younger 

consumers who choose to buy based on their own values. Because people are increasingly 
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frustrated with what they see in the world, “a very small, but not insignificant power, that 

consumers have is to buy or not buy. And so, when faced with the option between a company 

whose values you admire and a company whose values you do not admire, many people are 

starting to pick the ones whose values align with them.” Brand activism expanded the choices 

consumers have and what relationships they have with brands (Participant C, personal 

communication, December 5, 2019). 

Participant G mentioned that brand activism is to “further engage customers, increase 

customer retention, and bring more brand awareness. Because when you have those things, when 

your customers feel like the company believes what they believe, then they'll be more inclined to 

be more brand loyal” (Participant G, personal communication, February 21, 2020).  

Participant A believes that there is a reputational advantage to engaging on these types of 

issues, “especially if you know that there are issues that are values that are shared by your 

consumer base” (Participant A, personal communication, October 25, 2019). Although there is a 

risk and a possibility of losing consumers with different opinions, supporting social issues can 

show sincerity, which builds reputation (Participant E, personal communication, November 11, 

2019). 

Can brand activism be motivated by the pure good of society? Participant G said that 

because companies are global forces in society, it is the right thing to do to help society 

(Participant G, personal communication, February 21, 2020). Besides deepening connections 

with consumers, it comes down to if brands can make a change in the world (Participant C, 

personal communication, December 5, 2019). 

Participant E said that companies can “disclose their true identities as members of 

society” and “participate in society and social movements,” which can attract those who have 
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similar identities and want to identify themselves with the corporation. This builds and maintains 

quality relationships (Participant E, personal communication, November 11, 2019).  

Purpose and profit go hand-in-hand and brand activism is a unique mix of both. 

Participant J said, “It’s still profits, as a company’s financial health is important to its longevity. 

That said, when resources and voice platforms are used to make a positive social point, it’s ok 

that companies also benefit from it. For-profit companies don’t exist for altruism” (Participant J, 

personal communication, February 21, 2020).  

Participant I also emphasized that without making a profit, very few businesses can exist 

(Participant I, personal communication, February 11, 2020). “I think the only way to grow is a 

brand to be known as purpose driven,” said Participant F (Participant F, personal 

communication, February 3, 2020). 

Besides consumers, employees are another group that is essential to the success of brand 

activism. Participant A said, “What’s ultimately going to be the tipping point is the demand from 

employees. You can’t ignore the voices of your employees. Things don't blow over with your 

employees. They're going to walk out. They're going to take drastic measures that prevent your 

business from running if you don't listen to them and directly address what they're concerned 

about” (Participant A, personal communication, October 25, 2019).  

The turbulent state the United States is in also provides opportunities for brand activism. 

Participant C said, “I think there's a lot of distrust right now in the government and in the fourth 

estate, like media institutions. So increasingly brands and companies are having to step in and 

create social systems for consumers” (Participant C, personal communication, December 5, 

2019).  
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Participant F said that because we are not seeing governments or other institutions taking 

action on issues like climate change, people are turning to brands who do have the voices to 

make that change and create support (Participant F, personal communication, February 3, 2020). 

If the government is stagnant in issues like inequality and hate crimes, it might be harder for us 

as individuals to move our politicians but we can stop buying from certain companies 

(Participant D, personal communication, November 8, 2019).  

“People’s beliefs are being threatened pretty regularly and, often, those values are being 

compromised or threatened. There’s mounting pressure for companies to speak out because 

there’s so much right now to speak out on,” said Participant A (Participant A, personal 

communication, October 25, 2019). People are looking for champions on issues and for 

someone, or something, to inspire us (Participant D, personal communication, November 8, 

2019). 

President Trump has also had an effect on the rise of brand activism. Never before was 

there a president who would have tweeted about companies or made comments about what 

brands to buy or dump. Participant H said that “companies that would have been silent on issues 

are now being forced to use their voice, say what they believe, and take a stand on issues that 

really matter to the consumers, where they never would have before” (Participant H, personal 

communication, March 26, 2020). 

 Sometimes, brand activism serves to raise awareness about certain issues and create 

system changes around those issues. For example, Dick’s Sporting Goods destroyed $5 million 

worth of assault rifles in its inventory so that it was harder for underage people to buy these types 

of weapons. In addition, Ben & Jerry’s contributes its voice on social issues by releasing certain 
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flavors and donating to specific charities while raising awareness through their blog and social 

channels (Participant B, personal communication, October 25, 2019). 

Overall, there is ample opportunity for brands to forge deep relationships with their many 

stakeholders. Through brand activism, brands emanate their core beliefs and values and like-

minded employees and consumers, especially those who are Millennials or Gen Z, can identify 

with these brands and their motivations to leave an impact on society. People want to feel good 

about who they work for and who they purchase from and, especially with heightened awareness 

and consciousness about what businesses are not socially responsible, people have the ability to 

choose.  

In addition, with severe polarization plaguing the United States the last few years because 

of inaction and stagnation by the institutions in charge of solving the greatest problems facing 

society, new players are stepping onto the playing field by raising awareness and often taking 

action themselves. 

Types of Issues 

 Inevitably, there are certain types of issues that are less controversial than others for 

companies to speak out about. Participant A cited that support for the LGBTQIA community is a 

great example of an issue that a company can speak about and not get rampant backlash 

(Participant A, personal communication, October 25, 2019). 

 Similarly, Participant B mentioned that environmental issues are popular topics that 

companies are coming out on because they are issues that have been around for a long time 

(Participant B, personal communication, October 25, 2019). Participant J also said that issues 

surrounding the improvement of the well-being of humans, animals and the planet are issues that 

companies should consider (Participant J, personal communication, February 21, 2020).  
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In addition, issues that are related to the core business are generally seen as less risky 

(Participant E, personal communication, November 11, 2019). Participant I affirmed that brands 

should try to avoid issues that do not match. For example, Dick’s Sporting Goods was able to 

take a stance on guns because it sells guns in its stores (Participant I, personal communication, 

February 12, 2020).  

With the clutter of advertising, brands need to pick issues that people care about and will 

get attention. Participant H said, “You have to say something that people aren’t saying or 

something that people need your brand to say. When that happens, consumers will definitely 

reward the company, assuming that they share those values.” Brands should not take stands that 

will hurt consumers, society, environment and the world because the intention is to help 

(Participant H, personal communication, March 26, 2020). 

 However, as the business landscape evolves, brands are willing to be more controversial. 

Participant D mentioned that especially in this politically charged climate, everything is seen as 

political, so the idea of being too political is an oxymoron (Participant D, personal 

communication, November 8, 2019). Participant H tied in the polarization of today and the 

government with brand activism, saying that “brand activism has become more right or left of 

center, picking those issues that are potentially divisive and those that have to be engaged with 

today more often than not because people are being asked to pick a side” (Participant H, personal 

communication, March 26, 2020). 

 Likewise, Participant F said, “No issue is off limit these days” (Participant F, personal 

communication, February 3, 2020). Participant B said, “In today’s day and age, I don’t think 

anything is off limits as long as it’s properly researched and vetted. The company is aware of the 
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risks involved in coming out with a stance on a certain issue. In today’s political climate, 

anything can be divisive” (Participant B, personal communication, October 25, 2019).  

 Most respondents agreed that it was not the issue that mattered most, but the execution 

and authenticity of the stance. Participant I said that “there isn’t necessarily a subject too taboo 

or too touchy not to talk about. But I think it could be insensitive if you don’t have a seat at the 

table or relevance to being a part of the conversation” (Participant I, personal communication, 

February 12, 2020).  

Participant C said, “It's less about the issue or the nature of the issue and more about 

whether the company actually has something to contribute on that issue. I think that the only 

issue that a company should really not take a stance on is one they don't really have a right to 

participate in. They have not done the work or they have not demonstrated to consumers that 

they have a right to participate in that conversation. And if they can be criticized for something, 

they need to be really careful about what that stance is.” With social media and digital research 

readily available, it is so easy for consumers to look up whether a brand is actually doing what it 

says it does (Participant C, personal communication, December 5, 2019).  

 Overall, there are issues that are objectively more controversial than others, such as 

kneeling during the national anthem, abortion, immigration and gun control—issues where 

support varies on political affiliation. Issues that involve the core business of the brand are 

deemed as more acceptable because they are relevant and brands have the right to address them.  

However, almost all issues can be controversial, and the current political climate 

compounds this. So, almost no issues are off limits. It is not the issue that matters the most, it is 

the execution. It all goes back to if your brand really believes in the stance it is taking. If a 

company comes out on an issue and it does not have its own house in order, it is going to get 
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called out for it. Although there is a push from younger consumers for brands to be vocal, they 

have to do it the right way, not superficially. 

Consequences and Risks 

 With any bold stance amid controversy, there will always be backlash, despite the 

amount of support from loyal consumers. Participant H said issues like climate change and now 

COVID-19 have become “completely weaponized and polarized.” Even with Gen Z and 

Millennials, there will be left leaning and right leaning members who interpret issues based on 

their patterns of media consumption. Every issue is politicized—companies must know where 

their consumers fall on the spectrum (Participant H, personal communication, March 26, 2020)..  

Participant H added, “You will probably deepen loyalty with an authentic purpose and 

statement that needs to be made at a time when your consumers feel voiceless, but you will run 

the risk at the same time that you're going to lose the other half. You've got to be willing to take 

that gamble. And that's the real risk—that you miscalculated” (Participant H, personal 

communication, March 26, 2020) 

As Participant J said, “There will always be naysayers, regardless of how a brand engages 

in activism. But as long as it’s in line with who the brand is and the participation in any topic of 

activism is real, then the consumers will see it.” There will always be a risk of losing customers 

and sales but a calculated risk can be taken (Participant J, personal communication, February 21, 

2020). Participant A also said, “I think you shouldn’t get backlash if you know your consumer 

base and have a sense of where they fall on an issue and if you expect most of them to be in line 

with you” (Participant A, personal communication, October 25, 2019). 

Every risk requires a tradeoff. Participant F said that companies need to make sure that all 

stakeholders are aligned on the reality that you are taking the long-term view and not doing it for 
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short-term gain because the risk and backlash are real (Participant F, personal communication, 

February 3, 2020). Participant G also said, “If your key audience and key stakeholders don't 

align with those beliefs, that's when you'll start seeing negative impacts” (Participant G, personal 

communication, February 21, 2020).  

However, sometimes companies need to accept certain types of backlash in tradeoff for 

their vision. When Dick’s Sporting Goods took its move on assault rifles, many employees quit. 

When that happens, the company needs to think about its long-term strategic plan and what it 

wants to stand for (Participant B, personal communication, October 25, 2019). 

The frequent news cycle where something notable happens every few days may even 

support risk taking because people forget easily (Participant A, personal communication, 

October 25, 2019). However, because anything can happen at any time, companies need to be 

prepared and employ people that can deal with crisis communications or reputational risk 

(Participant B, personal communication, October 25, 2019).  

Because communication is the key to maintaining relationships with all parties, open 

communication needs to be continued throughout the backlash (Participant E, personal 

communication, November 11, 2019). As mentioned before with authenticity, if a company is 

experiencing backlash, it needs to ensure that it is “taking a look internally and seeing who in 

leadership or who's not in the room that needs to be in the room in order to make sure the right 

conversations are being had” (Participant G, personal communication, February 21, 2020). 

Even if the brand is engaging in a cause that is not controversial, it does not always elicit 

the desired response. Participant I commented from personal experience, “If they can't get 

everybody else to feel passionate about their brand, then that's where the brand's going to fall 
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short” (Participant I, personal communication, February 12, 2020). If your customers do not fully 

believe in your cause, then the benefits will not materialize, especially for the bottom line.  

As mentioned before, inauthenticity can derail a campaign. Although the current climate 

may provide a platform for companies to make stances, “it also offers some possibility for 

companies to want to purpose wash or greenwash their campaigns. People can see through 

disingenuous campaigns” (Participant B, personal communication, October 25, 2019). It is so 

easy for consumers to find information online. So when companies are involved in brand 

activism, there are a lot of factors they need to understand to talk about it in the right way, let 

alone what issues they are talking about and why they have a right to talk about it (Participant C, 

personal communication, December 5, 2019). 

Brand activism backlash is inevitable. However, the backlash can be mitigated by 

carefully evaluating where your audience stands and how they will react. A genuine and 

authentic campaign that is well executed will fare far better than a campaign riddled with 

contradiction and hypocrisy. 

Impact of Brand Activism 

 Brand activism does stir conversation, but does it actually leave a real impression on the 

world beyond the consumer and the bottom line? It is hard to measure the intangibility of some 

of the effects of brand activism.  

Participant C believes there is a real impact. If it is not necessarily impacting legislation, 

policy or cultural moves, it can “really shine a light on the issues that are important to it.” 

Participant C cited Patagonia’s full-page advertisement in The New York Times on Black Friday 

in 2011 that urged consumers not to buy its own jacket because it wanted to promote conscious 

consumption.  
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In turn, the advertisement actually increased sales. Participant C emphasized that 

Patagonia had the long-term in mind. It wanted to gain the trust of its consumers by its 

willingness to sacrifice the bottom line to uphold the values it cares about, and it encouraged 

consumers to be more aware about environmental issues, which is actually endorsing consumer 

activism. “If a brand can get its consumers to be more active on an issue that matters to that 

brand, I think that’s a success,” Participant C said (Participant C, personal communication, 

December 5, 2019). Participant J also said, “Social progress happens when larger masses of 

people engage in the conversation and move it forward. With brands’ involvement, that can 

happen faster” (Participant J, personal communication, February 21, 2020). 

Participant G is not certain if brand activism leads to policy change. With Nike, there was 

not a “Nike representative in the room with the NFL trying to change policies when it comes to 

the owners and how they treat their players.” Interestingly, it is tobacco companies or companies 

like Juul that are engaging in lobbying for change. However, brand activism is reeling in 

customers (Participant G, personal communication, February 21, 2020).  

Participant B believes that there is an impact on public policy, especially around issues 

like immigration policy because companies are coming out and advocating for protection for 

their employees who are immigrants. In addition, brand activism raises awareness and starts a 

conversation around hard topics (Participant B, personal communication, October 25, 2019).  

Similarly, Participant D connected the relationship between culture and politics and 

politics and policy, and politics and people’s lives. Although corporations have played in the 

policy space for years through lobbying, they are now participating in the culture space. For 

example, the gun debate has been inflamed in part because of activists and corporate activism 

(Participant D, personal communication, November 8, 2019). Likewise, Participant F noted the 
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power of media on culture, where brands that have the financial power will have the same 

influence on culture (Participant F, personal communication, February 3, 2020). 

Corporations are intertwined in politics. As Marc Benioff said, CEOs are becoming a 

third political party who “hold a lot of the country’s purse strings” and support legislators’ 

campaigns. Participant A said, “It is impossible to ignore these incredibly powerful and resource-

rich people and organizations,” where there is increased pressure from companies and the private 

sector to influence the public sector (Participant A, personal communication, October 25, 2019). 

Although it is difficult to assess the tangible impact of brand activism, it is apparent that 

these actions drive conversation and with that conversation brings awareness of these issues. 

Sometimes, brand activism can influence public policy, especially when business leaders are 

actively involved and use the power of their voice and their businesses. 

Successful and Unsuccessful Cases of Brand Activism 

There are several cases of brand activism that are generally seen as leading cases and 

there are several cases that are seen as hallmarks of how not to do brand activism. What is 

perceived as successful and unsuccessful also ties back to the respondents’ specific definitions of 

brand activism. Perhaps one of the most well-known examples of brand activism in recent years 

was Nike’s campaign with NFL player Colin Kaepernick.  

Participant A cited it as a “huge, very visible example of a brand taking a stand and 

taking what was definitely a calculated risk” (Participant A, personal communication, October 

25, 2019). Participant C called it “a stand that was in line with their brand positioning. The brand 

is designed to serve athletes and to support athletes and talent. And that campaign was an 

articulation of that brand purpose.” Because Nike looked to culture to see what people were 
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talking about, it was able to “tap into those cultural conversations to shine a light on things” that 

it has been involved in (Participant C, personal communication, December 5, 2019).  

Participant H also cited Nike because it leaned into issues its consumers cared about and 

was willing to engage in dialogue that was shocking and risky. Nike’s deep commitment to 

corporate purpose and social purpose gave it the credibility and authenticity to be bold on these 

social issues (Participant H, personal communication, March 27, 2020). 

Participant D further emphasized the bold and memorable moment in culture that Nike 

created because “Kaepernick at that point in time was really associated with the Black Lives 

Matter movement, which has been a politically-charged moment from its inception and has been 

painted in the media in different ways. But for Nike to go out and do that, one could criticize it, 

but it was bold in itself” (Participant D, personal communication, November 8, 2019). 

Participant G said it was a great example because the stance was proactive rather than reactive 

(Participant G, personal communication, February 21, 2020). Because the advertisement featured 

such a controversial athlete, it created great conversation that was seen as activist since it 

supported an activist individual. 

Furthermore, Gillette and its advertisement that advocated against toxic masculinity was 

cited by Participant A. In line with brand activism being bold, Participant A said, “it was really 

brave for a company, especially a men’s company, to come out and take a stand on an issue that 

probably represents a lot of their consumer base” (Participant A, personal communication, 

October 25, 2020). 

Not all effective examples of brand activism are as controversial or inciting as Nike’s. 

Participant B cited Lyft’s donations to the ACLU after the travel ban and Dick’s Sporting 

Goods’ removal of assault weapons from its stores as good examples of brand activism 
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(Participant B, personal communication, October 25, 2020). Participant E cited Aerie, a lingerie 

lifestyle retailer, and its “Aerie Real” campaign as a successful case of brand activism because it 

was relevant to the brand’s core business. The campaign encouraged people to accept their 

natural bodies, which was sincere to its mission and products (Participant E, personal 

communication, November 11, 2019). Participant J also referred to Nike and Dove as successful 

cases of brand activism, where Dove and its Dove Campaign for Real Beauty challenged 

conventional standards of beauty for women. 

Participant I, in line with brand activism as relating to social entrepreneurship, mentioned 

Tom’s, the shoe company, as a good example because of its social responsibility as the first “One 

for One” company, where it donated a pair of shoes for every pair sold. Participant I also cited 

Dick’s Sporting Goods’ youth sports charity and Starbucks’ Coffee and Farmer Equity 

(C.A.F.E.) practices (Participant I, personal communication, February 11, 2020). 

In contrast, responses to unsuccessful cases of brand activism, Pepsi and Starbucks were 

two companies that were widely cited. Participant A, Participant C, Participant D, Participant J, 

and Participant G all brought up Pepsi and its advertisement featuring Kendall Jenner because of 

its insensitivity, with Participant C saying that “Pepsi really didn’t have a whole lot of right to 

participate in this conversation” (Participant C, personal communication, December 5, 2019).  

Participant B talked about how Starbucks’ “Race Together” campaign failed because 

racism and oppression in America is a sensitive conversation, especially for a coffee company. It 

is hypocrisy when a company tries to start a conversation about race when the majority of its 

executive team is white men. Participant B said, “If you’re going to come out with a stance about 

diversity and inclusion, I think you need to look internally to see if your company lives up to the 

values that you’re trying to express outward” (Participant B, personal communication, October 
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25, 2019). Participant G mentioned Starbucks’ store-wide diversity training as unsuccessful 

because it was a reactive response to the arrests of two black men in one of its Philadelphia 

stores (Participant G, personal communication, February 21, 2020). 

Participant E cited Hard Candy, the beauty company, as another fumble. It tried to 

encourage people to participate in the #MeToo movement to allow women to share their own 

stories. However, there was backlash on social media because “people believed the company 

tried to use the social movement for its own promotion” (Participant E, personal communication, 

November 11, 2019). This was further reinforced by the fact that Hard Candy tried to trademark 

the hashtag (Hardy, 2018). 

Partnerships with causes can also be contradictory. Participant H mentioned the litany of 

corporate partners that have worked with the Susan G. Komen Breast Cancer Foundation. 

Although these are not necessarily examples of brand activism, they are cause-marketing 

initiatives that build corporate and social purpose, two things needed for effective brand 

activism. In 2010, KFC sold pink buckets of fried chicken, where proceeds from the sales were 

donated to the organization. The “Buckets for the Cure” initiative received backlash (Kinsman, 

2010). Participant H said, “If there’s a remote connection for a product or service you sell to 

creating the problem that you’re going to help solve, that is not your platform (Participant H, 

personal communication, March 26, 2020). 

Participant H also brought up State Street Global Advisors as an example that could have 

gone awry. State Street was behind the “Fearless Girl” statue on Wall Street, a symbol of 

progress in gender diversity in the corporate world. However, the company did not think deeply 

about what this public statement meant for the company. People did their research to see State 



 

 

67 

Street’s own record on gender diversity, and they found out that State Street did not always 

internally vote to support gender diversity (Stewart, 2019).  

Participant H said, “They engaged in brand activism even as a financial institution, but it 

hadn’t had its own house in order to make a statement that became such a lightning rod.” 

Fortunately, State Street was able to take a deeper look at its own record and commit itself to 

taking strides in the future (Participant H, personal communication, March 26, 2020). 

Unequivocally, the most well-known example of brand activism to my participants was 

Nike and Colin Kaepernick because of the renown of Nike as a brand and Kaepernick’s status as 

one of the most controversial, polarizing athletes of all time. Brands that have global recognition 

and respect will incite conversation if they wade into controversial issues. Bold risk taking that is 

strategic in evaluating how its stakeholders will react will be more successful than brand 

activism that is shakily executed without deeply evaluating the company’s internal history and 

track record. 

A Major Success Factor: The Importance of Authenticity 

 Authenticity is a factor that almost all the participants agree on that influences whether 

brand activism succeeds or fails. Participant J said, “It has to come from a real place, completely 

aligned with who/what the brand is. Like Dove. It created its brand platform standing for ‘real 

beauty’” (Participant J, personal communication, February 21, 2020).  

Participant A said, “If you’re thinking about taking a stand on an issue, it really needs to 

be rooted in your values. You as a company need to have very clearly defined values and then 

you have to be prepared to stand up and defend them for consistency and authenticity. Before 

you step into an issue, you need to make sure your own house is in order” (Participant A, 

personal communication, October 25, 2019).  
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Participant F also noted that what a brand is saying externally must match internal 

policies, and it has to be something that is done seriously instead of just another advertisement 

(Participant F, personal communication, February 3, 2020). Participant B emphasized that 

“consumers know when you’re not being authentic” (Participant B, personal communication, 

October 25, 2019). 

 The COVID-19 pandemic is illustrative of finding the right way to reach consumers. 

Harris Diamond, CEO of McCann Worldgroup, said, “Today, if you get the tone wrong, it’s an 

unforgivable sin. The ability to reach audiences is unparalleled right now, but their willingness to 

accept marketing messages is limited to the right messages” (Hsu, 2020). It is critical for brands 

not to appear insensitive or naive in this time of crisis, pain and loss. Trying to tie products to the 

pandemic can hit the wrong nerve (Barnes, 2020). 

Participant C said, “If you're participating in a conversation inauthentically or aren’t 

willing to actually make the change in the world, you actually stand to lose more than if you've 

never participated in that conversation at all.” No one will trust the brand or give them credit if it 

is seen as inauthentic. Although there is a lot of conversation around purpose brands, there is a 

difference between purpose and authenticity and people reward authenticity (Participant C, 

personal communication, December 5, 2019).  

Nike took on Kaepernick, a famous athlete, which made sense because it is an athletic 

brand. When Pepsi took on Jenner, a model, for an advertisement about a protest, it did not align 

with a food and beverage corporation (Participant G, personal communication, February 21, 

2020). It more so came from a one-sided place of profit chasing (Participant J, personal 

communication, February 21, 2020).  
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Research must be conducted to test how your message resonates with your target 

audience. Diversity of opinion and diversity of background facilitate the creation of a genuine 

campaign (Participant B, personal communication, October 25, 2019). Participant D said that if 

you do not have the people or the causes at the center of the issue you are trying to elevate, then 

that is when insensitive and distasteful campaigns are rolled out (Participant D, personal 

communication, November 8, 2019). 

Participant H also said that brands should not speak out on issues that they do not have 

credibility on because it is not relevant and, when brands do this, they fall short in major ways. 

Brand activism starts from the inside and works its way out, not the other way around. 

Companies need to be conscious of their own shortcomings. “Brands shouldn't need to figure out 

what issue they want to take a stand on and then look at their supply chain” (Participant H, 

personal communication, March 26, 2020).  

Credibility often comes from having partners that have committed their work to the issue 

at hand. “Generally, companies don’t have the license to be a leading authority on social issues. 

But their voice and their marketing power is incredibly useful. They just shouldn’t do it alone,” 

said Participant H. (Participant H, personal communication, March 26, 2020). One way that 

brands can be genuine is to work with organizations that have been in the space for a long time, 

like nonprofits, because this shows commitment to solving issues. Philanthropy work and 

partnerships with organizations working to advance social issues will always be needed 

(Participant A, personal communication, October 25, 2019). 

 In addition, reactive brand activism is seen as insincere, especially if brand activism is in 

response to public pressure or threats to boycott a company’s products (Participant E, personal 

communication, November 11, 2019). 
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 Brand activism also requires some sort of commitment if it is really going to catch the 

eye of consumers. “Willing(ness) to take a stand matters” because it builds trust and authenticity 

(Participant F, personal communication, February 3, 2020). With Gillette’s advertisement, it was 

courageous because it diverged from its typical commercials of a chiseled man in a towel 

splashing water. Participant D said, “I think when you show that you took a risk, people respect 

that, especially when you know you could lose something but be okay with the loss. When you 

can stand for something without a number on it, that takes courage. That’s what activism is” 

(Participant D, personal communication, November 8, 2019).  

 Overall, successful, true brand activism is genuine and authentic. Brands need to address 

issues that they have the credibility to speak out on, not issues that they are leveraging in the 

moment. Credibility stems from the company’s past track record and efforts on the issue, and 

also the execution of the stance. These issues resonate not only with the brand’s core values and 

beliefs, but with their business offerings. Brand activism is an unwavering commitment to the 

cause in the face of controversy and backlash. 

The Future of Brand Activism 

 CSR is now a standard that all companies must employ, but what will become of brand 

activism? Will brand activism become a replacement for CSR? Participant F said that CSR has 

the opportunity to evolve into a hybrid model that elevates brand purpose (Participant F, personal 

communication, February 3, 2020).  

Similarly, Participant J highlighted the importance of purpose: “A brand’s purpose and 

values should never be different from anything that the brand engages in, including CSR. CSR 

should ladder up to the brand purpose, which is the overarching guide for the brand” (Participant 

J, personal communication, February 21, 2020). Participant G said that brand activism is an 
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extension and evolution of CSR, where brands are becoming social agents and change agents 

(Participant G, personal communication, February 21, 2020).  

 Interestingly, Participant E believes brand activism is an extension of CSR, but it is only 

a phenomenon in the United States because of cultural differences. Participant E said, “East 

Asian countries will probably not accept brand activism because the people see corporations as 

controlled by regulation. In the US, people regard corporations as independent agents with rights 

and free will as members of society” (Participant E, personal communication, November 11, 

2019).  

In October 2019, the general manager of the Houston Rockets National Basketball 

Association (NBA) basketball team tweeted in support of the protesters in Hong Kong. Outrage 

exploded in China, with the country’s state broadcaster, CCTV, suspending broadcasts of NBA 

preseason games played in China. The Rockets’ Chinese sponsorships were paused and 

exhibition games were canceled, illustrating the country’s strict view of the intersection of 

corporations and politics (Victor, 2019). 

Participant C believes that brand activism is not a replacement of CSR, but it has 

potentially replaced CSR as the global umbrella because it is bigger than social responsibility. 

Participant C believes that brand activism is much bigger, saying, “It’s much more public. It’s 

much more high profile. And so, in that sense, I think perhaps brand activism is becoming more 

of a priority than CSR” (Participant C, personal communication, December 5, 2019). 

Participant H acknowledged that brand activism cannot exist without a solid CSR 

foundation. However, there is another concept that is needed between CSR and brand activism: 

sustainability. CSR is a precursor for sustainability—it involves the company controlling risks, 

meeting the letter of the law and doing no harm. Sustainability is an evolution of CSR, looking 
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for innovation and growth within those areas of CSR. For brands to take credible stands on social 

issues, CSR and sustainability must be central pieces to the puzzle (Participant H, personal 

communication, March 26, 2020). 

Participant B hopes that it becomes more commonplace for companies to have a stance 

on something because consumers want companies to be more responsible, especially around 

issues with global importance, like climate change (Participant B, personal communication, 

October 25, 2019). Participant D believes that brand activism will evolve into more 

commitments where companies are willing to take the hit and lose customers to preserve their 

values (Participant D, personal communication, November 8, 2019). 

 The rise of brand activism has impugned the conventional mantra of profit first. Purpose 

is no longer a buzz word that is carelessly tossed around—it needs to be clearly shown and brand 

activism has become a channel to showcase that purpose. However, is purpose just a stealthy 

way to drive profits? Participant H said, “They're two sides of the same coin. I don't think you 

can pick one over the other. Companies are made up of human beings and human beings 

inherently want to do good and want purpose” (Participant H, personal communication, March 

26, 2020). 

 Overall, CSR is the foundation for brand activism efforts. If a company does not have 

pre-existing efforts to be socially responsible and monitor its impact on the environment, society, 

and its people, brand activism will be perceived as shallow and exploitative. Although CSR is 

necessary and vital, brand activism’s importance is growing and its influence is undeniable as 

stakeholders look for brands to be active and be committed. Purpose and profit are not mutually 

exclusive and one cannot be picked over the other. Purpose is necessary to drive profit. 

 



 

 

73 

Limitations 

 Despite the valuable insights I obtained from interviewing experts, my research could 

have been more comprehensive if I tried to find more participants who worked on the client side 

of brand activism to have a more balanced pool of participants between the agency side and 

client side. This could have given me a deeper view on the client-side efforts of brand activism 

unique to an organization.  

 Although the research focused on deeper understanding of brand activism using in-depth 

interviews, it is not intended to uncover the whole range of views and attitudes on brand activism 

in the general population. Future studies could utilize a survey in conjunction with my in-depth 

interviews. Distributing a survey using platforms, such as Amazon Mechanical Turk, can reach a 

large sample size of participants quickly and reliably. These results could have supplemented the 

findings by discovering how views and attitudes about brand activism vary across different 

business sectors, demographics, consumer segments, life-style groups and more. 

 Given the short history of brand activism, future studies could assess how brand activism 

impacts financial performance across brand valuation, stock price, firm profits and more. 

 Finally, although this is not an event anyone or I could have anticipated, in light of the 

COVID-19 pandemic I would have asked my participants their thoughts on brand activism 

during coronavirus. Because COVID-19 is upending how businesses function in the time of 

crisis and will inevitably overhaul the future of business and how the world works, it would have 

been useful and intriguing to explore how brand activism has changed in the face of the virus. As 

a result, a future study topic can assess the role of companies in assisting with COVID relief 

efforts and how these companies are portrayed after they step into roles historically reserved for 

the government and government agencies. This topic contains many facets because these 
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companies not only face obligations to their own employees and internal stakeholders but to the 

communities where they operate. 

 

Conclusion 

Circling back to the research questions, CSR is the foundation for brand activism because 

CSR sets the framework for a brand to contribute to society on fundamental issues like the 

environment, but brand activism steps into controversial issues that brands in the past have 

usually kept quiet on. If a brand is not socially responsible or committed to its people and the 

planet, how will it credibly take a stance on a controversial issue?  

Echoing the Business Roundtable’s new purpose of business, Participant H said, “I think 

brand activism generally is going to be one of the most virtuous things that a company can do 

because they're looking for the intersection of the interests of their businesses and society” 

(Participant H, personal communication, March 26, 2020). Although almost all companies have 

their own CSR guidelines and purpose-driven missions, “action and accountability are becoming 

bigger aspects of brand activism than simply a statement of values or purpose” (Participant C, 

personal communication, December 6, 2019). 

 As employees and consumers, especially younger employees and consumers who are 

Millennials or Gen Z, enter the workforce and make decisions with their dollars, companies must 

rise to the occasion if they want to continue to maintain the support and the loyalty of this 

generation, especially with the endless number of issues facing business and society.  

Andrew Kassoy, co-founder of B Lab, the organization that certifies B Corporations, 

said, “This is an opportunity for us to focus on both how business and government play a role in 

building a more resilient economic system for the next crisis” (Peters, 2020). Although some 
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issues are inherently more polarizing than others, now with the reality of COVID-19, the 

pandemic is undeniably changing life for everyone, and the new normal will inevitably be 

different. No issue is completely off limits and how a brand takes a stand matters more than what 

it takes a stand on. 

 Although measuring the impact of brand activism is difficult, we can see that it does 

make a difference on profit, such as Nike’s campaign. But if the effects on profit cannot be 

measured, brand activism does raise awareness about certain issues, provoking discourse and 

conversation, especially on social media. Risks can position brands as bold and fearless in the 

eyes of stakeholders and strengthen relationships and loyalties, even if there is severe criticism. 

Sometimes stands such as CEO activism can even usher in changes in public policy or pressure 

competitors to follow suit. There will always be critics if a brand takes a stand; however, if a 

brand stays silent, there will invariably be questions and criticism, so brands must plan carefully. 

Although purpose-driven statements and values can help in currying favor among 

consumers, employees and stakeholders, statements and values will not produce tangible impact. 

As Participant C said, “Maybe last year, two years ago, was the era of brand purpose. I think now 

we’re in the era of brand action” (Participant C, personal communication, December 6, 2019). 

As COVID-19 shakes the world, businesses must find ways to adapt and confront the 

crisis, especially as the virus becomes the defining criteria for business performance (Roland, 

2020). Our new reality for all institutions has shifted for years to come, providing more 

opportunities for trailblazers to pave the future. Participant H added, “I think there's a greater 

drive towards brand activism because the world needs it. And on the heels of COVID, if we are 

not more grossly divided than ever before, we will come away from this with a greater sense of 

collectivism” (Participant H, personal communication, March 26, 2020). 
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