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Abstract:

At the latest in the summer of 2020 the world became aware of an emerging
marketing tactic and phenomenon known as brand activism when companies rushed
to release statements for the need of solidarity and change in the wake of mass
demonstrations against racism and discrimination across the globe, that gained
significant media- and social media attention at the time. Engaging in brand activism
is risky, due to the biased nature of the practice — it may affect firm value and the
brand’s reputation either negatively or positively but predicting the effect of brand
activism in advance is difficult. Authentic brand activism requires that the brand
values, purpose, communication, and practices are subsequent.

This study inspects the framing of the phenomenon in the news media in a Finnish
context. Additionally, responses by the audience were studied in order to reveal the
attitudes towards the practice. A framework was developed to understand the
agenda-setting effect of the media and the interpretation of the ‘reality’ and ‘media
reality’ by the public. The empirical case study used secondary data consisting of
44 news articles covering brand activism that were published in the Finnish major
daily newspaper Helsingin Sanomat (HS) during 2020, as well as a total of 562
attached reader comments posted on the online platform of the newspaper, of which
423 were analysed. The research method was a qualitative content analysis that was
partly conducted with the help of computer software program NVivo. The tone of
voice was identified in both articles and the responses, and a frame analysis was
conducted for the news articles covering brand activism. In addition, the articles and
responses were analysed by themes.

The main findings of the empirical study indicate that the Finnish media frames
brand activism by emphasising the companies’ or society’s responsibilities.
Economic consequences are also frequently highlighted, and the Black Lives Matter
(BLM)-movement was declared an influential event to the research topic. The
newspaper used a neutral tone when writing about the topic, yet the responses to the
news coverage on brand activism were mainly negative. The readers of the studied
newspaper were clearly sceptical towards the practice and often remarked on brand
activism being used as a mere marketing trick while the newspaper underlined
company values as a motivator. It is concluded that brands should proceed with care
when addressing polarising societal issues.
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1 INTRODUCTION

We have seen a surge of activist messaging from companies around the world
(Mahabier and Atteh, 2020) over the last few years, and last summer’s protests for the
Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement ignited a burst of activity among corporations
(Menon and Kiesler, 2020) in particular. Various companies hurried to release
statements citing the need for ‘solidarity’ and ‘change’ in the aftermath of the tragic
death of George Floyd (Curry, 2020). Monetary donations to non-profits that support
the BLM movement were made in the company’s name, brands with racist
associations were dropped, and other brands with unclear to outright offensive racial
implications were repositioned (Menon and Kiesler, 2020). A significant number of
businesses made promises to review their internal policies for racial bias or improve
their employment practices within the company. Sportswear giant Nike and Brand
Jordan pledged $140 million to support black communities and television networks
discontinued shows such as “Cops” and “Live PD”. (Curry, 2020) Unilever-owned ice
cream manufacturer Ben & Jerry’s, a company often speaking up for progressive
political issues, made a statement on June 2™, 2020, with the title “We Must Dismantle
White Supremacy: Silence Is NOT An Option” which was shortly after acclaimed as
the most detailed and powerful message from any company seeking to denounce the
series of abuse Black people have suffered at the hands of White people across

centuries (Holman and Buckley, 2020).

However, many companies faced backlash due to these statements and actions,
amongst them social media platform Facebook who, despite donating hundreds of
millions of dollars to racial injustice causes and black businesses, was profoundly
criticized for refusing to flag misleading and outright false posts made by U.S.
President Donald Trump and others (Curry, 2020), leading hundreds of employees to
stage a virtual walkout and some of the world’s largest brands, including Coca-Cola,
Lego, Unilever, and Verizon, to pause advertisements on the social media platform for

at least a month (Holman and Buckley, 2020).

In 2019, Procter & Gamble’s razor brand Gillette faced public recoil and boycotts due

to the brand’s attempt to tackle toxic masculinity in a video campaign, an issue brought



to light by the #MeToo movement. The campaign went viral and ended up receiving
more dislikes than likes on YouTube. Customers blamed the brand for being
hypocritical and guilty of sexism itself, as well as for issuing women the ‘pink tax’,
i.e., promoting products towards women with a higher price than products advertised

towards men. (Vredenburg et al., 2020, Al-Muslim, 2019, Ritschel, 2019)

In 2018, Nike faced repercussions when appointing the former NFL player Colin
Kaepernick, the face of their “Just Do It” advertising campaign. Prior to Nike’s
campaign, Kaepernick had been receiving a great deal of attention by kneeling during
the U.S. national anthem, in order to highlight racial injustice in the U.S. which, in the
end, cost him his career. Nike’s decision to support Kaepernick faced public backlash
and, as a result, the brand saw its stock falling by 3.17% on the day of the
announcement. Furthermore, videos of customers burning Nike products with the
hashtag #JustBurnlt were posted online, going viral at the time of the event.
(Moorman, 2020) Despite Nike’s attempt to support a social justice cause, the brand
still has a long way to go in stopping racism and sexism in its own workplace, as well
as trying to become more progressive to combat the image of exploitative sweatshop

labour and gender inequality in the workplace (Sarkar, 2018).

Around the time of Donald Trump’s election and presidential inauguration, Trump’s
opponents boycotted brands such as Nordstrom, Belk, and Neiman Marcus, for selling
products associated with the Trump Family in the United States, ultimately leading
the companies to drop these brands (Wolf, 2017; Chen, 2020). Even if political
motives were denied, counter-boycotts initiated by Trump supporters were issued for
companies such as Nordstrom, Starbucks, T.J. Maxx, as well as films with actors who

oppose the President and the policies he issues (Wolf, 2017).

In light of these examples, one could state that brands have started to flirt with the
realm of politics (Jones, 2019). The methods range from simple social media
statements to multichannel marketing campaigns to make their point (Alemany, 2020).
Companies that decades ago would have remained silent have now started to weigh in
on partisan issues and change their marketing, lobbying, and sales strategies to match

(Moorman, 2018). The emerging marketing tactic used by brands to stand out in a



fragmented marketplace (Vredenburg et al. 2020) is commonly referred to as brand

(political) activism (Moorman, 2020, Sarkar & Kotler, 2018, Vredenburg et al., 2020).

1.1 Problematisation

Consumers increasingly expect companies and their brands to take a stand on current
socio-political matters (Curry, 2020) and exercise their moral authority in the
marketplace (Hoppner & Vadakkepatt, 2019). A noteworthy observation is that most
of the time, these issues may not have a simple answer and are highly opinionated,
which means that there is a fair amount of risk involved when a company takes a stance
on an issue like this. Negative consequences of a brands’ activist messaging are often
financial; it might affect business revenue and brand equity (Du, Bhattacharya and
Sen, 2010), and result in losing customers and investors who disagree with the
statement but can also harm the company’s reputation for an unknown period of time

(Bhagwat et al., 2020).

The digital era has brought an increased risk of public backlash, in particularly on
social media. When companies misbehave, brand activism can be hazardous when the
company or brand takes a stance but is not known for doing so previously or has a
history of previous scandals and neglection of human rights or environmental hazards.
Brands whose activism is perceived inauthentic due to these reasons are being stamped
for “woke-washing”, a noun similarly used as green-washing, but in a socio-political
context. Brand activism that is deemed as authentic is usually closely aligned with a
brand’s purpose and values as well as its prosocial corporate practice according to
Vredenburg et al. (2020). Authenticity in marketing has always been best practice, but
in times like these, with social unrest and a pandemic to deal with, authenticity in

marketing becomes even more crucial (Alemany, 2020).

The case examples mentioned in the previous section give room for suggestion that
advertising campaigns concerning current events and socio-political issues now leave
businesses vulnerable to a deep level of scrutiny (Alemany, 2020) and that companies
are no longer criticized due to their products, services, or wrongdoings, but due to their
political view (Chen, 2020). Brand activism is viewed as an emerging marketing

strategy by researchers, and research examining the phenomenon has been sparse



despite companies’ and their brands’ increased participation in these issues. The issues
brands take a political stance for or against range from systematic racism, sexual
harassment, reproductive rights, LGBTQIA+ rights, immigration, to gun control.

(Bhagwat et al., 2020, Hambrick and Wowak, 2018, Vredenburg et al., 2018; 2020)

Our society is increasingly relying on various complex systems of communication and
one could state that we live in an ‘information society’. Mass media has a great
significance for the economic, social, and political life, and its influence extends
beyond any authority in democratic societies. (McQuail, 2000) The news media has
the ability to shape public opinion (Carroll, 2010; McCombs, 2004), and the media
can be a powerful force for public enlightenment (McQuail, 2000). Therefore, it can
be stated that various media are an important instrument for learning about the world

(Ross & Nightingale, 2003).
1.2 The purpose of the study and research questions

The thesis will study the phenomenon known as brand activism in order to add to the

existing but at the moment sparse research on the subject.

The research objective
The aim of this thesis is to gain a deeper understanding of brand activism as an
emerging phenomenon by studying the frames media uses and the tone of voice in

reader responses to reveal what the audience thinks about the practice.

Therefore, the first research question focuses on why companies and brands are
prepared to take a risk when addressing polarizing socio-political issues that could

jeopardize relations with some stakeholders:

RQ1: What is brand activism and why are companies taking a stand on socio-

political issues? (theoretical)

As is gathered from the introduction, vivid cases of brand activism have been observed
particularly in North America during the last few years. The empirical focus of this

study is the occurrence of the phenomenon in Finland, particularly how it is portrayed



in the Finnish media. This perspective is interesting for businesses and marketing
executives and practitioners because mass media has the ability to shape public
opinion and ultimately the attitudes towards the paid efforts of a business when
participating in a societal debate. Therefore, a critical inspection of a media
organisation’s coverage on the phenomenon is of particular relevance for the subject

of this thesis. Thus:

RQ2: How is brand activism covered and framed by Finnish media? (empirical)

The third research question relates to the public responses to the news coverage on
brand activism. The aim is to find out how the practice is perceived by the public (i.e.,
readers of the studied newspaper). By studying the responses of an audience by tone
of voice, a general indication about the attitudes towards the practice can be observed.
The studied audience in this study are members of society that may well be customers,

investors, or other stakeholders of companies engaging in brand activism. Therefore:

RQ3: What are the responses of the public to the media coverage on the

phenomenon? (empirical)

As a fourth and final research question, I will list a number of practical implications

for practitioners and executives who wish to engage in brand activism. Therefore:

RQ4: What are the recommendations for practitioners and executives who

wish to engage in brand activism?

These implications and practical tips are sought after in the literature review and the
answer to the final research question is presented in the concluding chapter of the

thesis: 6.2. Managerial implications and recommendations.

1.3 Delimitations

This study will focus on understanding the concept of brand activism, and why its
implications for businesses, consumers, and society at large is of great interest.

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been researched for more than a decade



(e.g., Du, Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010), and studies of the subject has resulted in an
overall understanding of the practice, yet the same logic cannot be used when
observing and explaining brand activism as a phenomenon. Brand activism is
complex, and negative effects on the stock market returns have been documented, as
well as scenarios where there have been positive financial consequences (Bhagwat et
al., 2020). Hence, CSR as well as brand management and public relations (PR) will be
omitted from the study, as these topics have been thoroughly researched for decades.
Nonetheless, in order to help define the idea of brand activism and understand how it
differs from traditional CSR initiatives and corporate political action (CPA) such as
lobbying, some of these concepts will be briefly explained to differentiate these
practices from brand activism. Further delimitations are directed at the empirical study
in this thesis. The phenomenon is studied through the lens of the media, as the
portrayal of the phenomenon by the agenda the media sets may influence public
opinions and attitudes towards the practice. The significance of the media’s influence
is given a major role in this thesis, as brand activism is a highly public practice that
largely focuses on communication. However, general corporate communication and
communication theories are omitted from this study in order to not stray from the
thesis subject. The empirical study is a single case study of how brand activism is
covered in one daily newspaper published in Finland. Therefore, the results of the case
study cannot be used to generalise public opinion of the phenomenon but may indicate
towards the thought about the practice among the audience of the studied news

medium.

1.4 Method

The empirical part of this thesis studies the coverage, agenda-setting, and framing of
brand activism in the Finnish newspaper Helsingin Sanomat (HS) during 2020 as well
as the audience responses to the news coverage by analysing the comments to the
articles on the medium’s online platform. The research method used is a qualitative
content analysis, which is conducted with the help of NVivo, a computer software
program. The empirical study aims to answer research questions 2 and 3, presented in
chapter 1.2. A more detailed description of the research method and data sample is
explained in chapter 3. The basis for the analysis is mass communication theory about

the media’s agenda-setting and framing of news as well as a theoretical framework



constructed by the author of this thesis, presented in chapter 2.4. The qualitative
content analysis of a newspaper’s coverage on the phenomenon of brand activism as
well as the analysis of the attached comments give an insight into the attitude towards

the practice in Finland.
1.5 Central concepts

Some central concepts are defined and discussed in the following section to help the

reader understand the theoretical part of the thesis and help facilitate the context better.

Activism: According to the Cambridge Dictionary, the American definition for
activism is “the use of direct and noticeable action to achieve a result, usually a
political or social one” (Activism, 2020). Chon and Park (2020) define activism as “a
social phenomenon that often features contentious issues, collective action, solidarity
or collective identity and an effort to solve problems using communication” (p. 74). In
this thesis, activism refers to the physical activity of an individual or an organisation

to change the status quo in society, such as condemning systematic racism.

Brand: “4 brand is a name, term, design, symbol or any other feature that identifies
one seller’s goods or service as distinct from those of other sellers.”— American
Marketing Association (n.d.), and “brands identify the maker of a product and allow
customers to assign responsibility for its performance to that maker or distributor” —
Kotler and Keller, 2016, p. 322. The sports-wear manufacturer Nike is an example of
a brand. The term brand refers to the front ‘figure’, which does not have to be an
individual but a symbol that stands for a company who engages in brand activism in

this thesis.

Brand activism: the subject of this thesis and the practice companies and their brands
engage in when taking a stand for or against a partisan issue. Brand activism is defined

in detail in chapter 2.2.3.

Brand equity: According to Cravens and Piercy (2003, p. 324), brand equity is “a set
of assets and liabilities linked to a brand, such as its symbol or name, that add to or

subtract from the value provided by a product or service to a firm and/or to that firm’s



customers”. These assets and liabilities that affect brand equity include name
awareness, brand loyalty, perceived quality, proprietary brand assets, e.g., patents, and
other brand associations (Cravens and Piercy, 2003). Kotler and Keller (2016, p. 324)
consider brand equity as “the added value given to products and services with
customers, which may be reflected in the way customers think, feel, and act with
respect to the brand, as well as in the prices, market share and profitability it

commands”.

Brand management: Brand management is “the process of controlling the way in
which a company markets a product or brand so that people continue to buy it or buy

more of it.” (Brand management, 2020)

Cancel culture: Cancel culture is “a way of behaving in a society or group, especially
on social media, in which it is common to completely reject and stop supporting
someone because they have said or done something that offends you”. An often
brought up problem with cancel culture is that it does not enable the wrongdoer to

apologise or learn from their mistakes. (Cancel culture, 2021)

LGBTQIA+: This group of letters refers to an expanded definition of the sexual and
gender minorities. L stands for lesbian, G for gay, B for bi, T for trans, Q for queer, I
for intersex, and A for asexual or ally depending on the context. The plus sign is meant
to cover others who are not included in this acronym, such as pansexual and nonbinary

gender. (Gold, 2018)

Partisan issues: Partisan issues are issues that are divisive by nature that may not have

a simple answer. In this thesis, partisan issues often refer to socio-political issues.

Socio-political issue/s: Socio-political issues are described as outstanding unresolved
social matters on which societal and institutional opinion is split, which has the
potential to provoke hostile debate among groups (Nalick et al., 2016). Socio-political
issues are biased and yield polarizing stakeholder responses according to Kotler and
Sarkar (2017). Socio-political issues exist at the intersections of time, politics, and

culture, and the debate around them can evolve or resolve over time. For instance,



universal women’s suffrage was controversial a century ago but is now widely

accepted. (Bhagwat et al., 2020)

Woke/Wokeness: ‘Woke’ can be thought of as the opposite of “politically correct”.
In political discourse, “P.C.” is at times used as an insult from the right, as a way of
calling out hypersensitivity. Woke is then used to counter and confirm the sensitivity
and has in recent years become a term used for people to inform others of how aware
they have become. (Hess, 2016) Sobande (2019) explains the concept of ‘wokeness’
as an act of resistance and solidarity in response to systematic racism, capitalism, and
structural oppression with the help of definitions by Cauley (2019), Gray (2019), and
Guobadia (2018). Wokeness is originally African American slang for ‘well informed’

and ‘up-to-date’ according to Guobadia (2018).

Woke-washing: Woke-washing is a term similar to greenwashing, used in a social
justice context as corporations make their progressive values a part of their advertising

pitch. (Boyd, 2018)

1.6 Thesis structure

The layout of this thesis is presented briefly. Chapter 1 including subchapters 1.1-1.6
presents the subject, brand activism, and the problem area to the reader. Moreover, the
research aim, and questions and delimitations are presented, as well as central
terminology is explained. In chapter 2, the literature review is presented. The literature
review is divided into two parts, the first focusing on the development of corporate
social responsibility-activities and thoroughly inspects the phenomenon of brand
activism and the factors it builds on. The second part discusses mass media effects on
businesses and the public. After, theoretical conclusions and the frameworks used in
the empirical study are presented. Chapter 3 presents the methodology for the
empirical study, the research method and the steps taken. Chapter 4 presents the main
empirical findings, and the chapter 5 discusses and analyses the findings and links the
findings back to the theory discussed in the literature review. Chapter 6 is the last
chapter where the research questions are answered, managerial implications are

presented, and a critical look at the thesis is taken, and finally areas for future research



are proposed. All chapters are shortly summarised in the last subchapter of each main

chapter, and a full summary in Swedish can be read in chapter seven.
1.7 Chapter summary

Brand activism is used by businesses to show concern for current socio-political issues
in society. Recent protests for the need for solidarity and change in the wake of BLM-
and #Metoo-movements in the Trump-era has shown the emerging phenomenon in a
company-context, but the phenomenon has been noted at an increasing rate over the
past decades. Participation in brand activism is risky, due to its partisan nature.
Negative outcomes include public criticism, boycott, and stock market reactions. The
purpose of this thesis is to gain a deeper understanding of brand activism as an
emerging phenomenon by studying the frames media uses and the tone of voice in
reader responses to reveal what the audience thinks about the practice, and the research
questions are: what brand activism is and why are companies taking a stand on socio-
political issues, how is brand activism framed by Finnish media and what are the
response of the potential stakeholders to the media coverage on the phenomenon? A
fourth and final research question focuses on practical implications for marketing
practitioners and executives. This thesis focuses on the concept of brand activism as a
social phenomenon. The empirical study is a case study in a Finnish context, and the

research method is a qualitative content analysis.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

The following literature review gives the reader insight into previous research related
to brand activism. The literature review is divided into two main parts. The first part
(sub chapter 2.1 and 2.2) focuses on brand activism and begins with a brief discussion
of the shift in marketing messaging and the evolution of the conscious brand, before
moving on to defining what brand activism is, how it differentiates from other similar
practices, discussing its distinct characteristics and authenticity (and lack thereof), and
finally discussing the reasons for companies to engage in it. The second part of the
literature review (sub chapter 2.3) is the foundation for the empirical study and in this
section, the effects of mass communication on the public are reflected upon before
summing up and presenting the theoretical framework for the empirical study. A short

summary of the literature review can be read in chapter 2.4.
2.1 The shift in marketing and the conscious brand

Market-driven economies require advertising to succeed in merchandising goods and
services. Marketing and advertising campaigns are needed in order to create consumer
awareness and increase sales. (McPhail, 2014) Historically brands have used
positioning and performance characteristics as marketing tools to reach their
customers, with many slogans being similar to “our product is the best on the market”,
or “our product gives you the best result” (Mukherjee and Althuizen, 2020). However,
Kotler and Sarkar (2017) argue, that positioning is no longer enough in our highly
competitive markets. Businesses enhance their corporate image, reinforce
stakeholder—company relationships, and improve stakeholders’ advocacy behaviour
over time by engaging in corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities. Fransen
(2020) states that corporate social responsibility (CSR) practicing companies can
attribute up to 40% of their public reputation to their CSR work. Stakeholder
relationships are an important part of the competitive advantage of a company, which
i1s why investors are exceptionally attuned to how company actions affect stakeholder

relationships (Bhagwat et al., 2020, Groening, Mittal, and Zhang, 2016).

The objective of cause-related marketing (CRM) is to improve a company’s

performance, (Abitbol, 2016) and distribute its social responsibility through marketing

11



instruments (Paetzold, 2010) while helping a worthy cause (Abitbol, 2016).
Companies attempt to enhance their corporate image and consumer attitudes towards
their brands through CRM, as it can influence consumer perceptions of the company,
and even the customer’s willingness to purchase its products. The more a person is
brand-conscious, the more the brand is regarded as representing the personality of the
individual. (Abitbol, 2016). Several companies mix CSR initiatives with marketing
activities, and a successful cause-marketing program can lead to benefits including
improved social welfare, create distinguished brand positioning, build strong customer
bonds, enhance the company’s public image, drive sales, increase the company’s
market value, generates goodwill, and boost internal morale and motivate employees
within the company (Kotler and Keller, 2016). Some brands may even view
themselves as educators toward a better society, for example, strive to shift consumer
behaviour or view themselves as legitimate sources of cultural power giving the brand
the responsibility to spark change in society. (Sarkar and Kotler, 2018, Vredenburg et
al., 2020, Moorman, 2020)

2.1.1 Corporate Social Responsibility

Corporate social responsibility (hereafter CSR) is an ecological or social activity that
a company engages in intending to ultimately benefit society (Abitbol, 2016). To
encourage companies to take part or to be the catalyst to larger changes, governments
give the companies incentives to start CSR activities (Fransen, 2020). These efforts
include for example using clean energy, providing to the economically
underprivileged, pursuing diversity in top management, restricting board

compensation, donating to charity, and supporting unions (Mishra and Modi, 2016).

CSR activities are not only driven by ideological thinking that companies can be a
powerful force for social change, but more by the multi-faceted business returns that
companies can potentially gain from their CSR efforts (Du, Bhattacharya & Sen,
2010). Yet, CSR is not only about one-off campaigns or donation initiatives. Many
big brands have aligned their agenda towards sustainable business strategies that
tackle some of the largest environmental and social challenges we face today.
(Fransen, 2020) CSR activities are generally viewed as beneficial by most of society,

and it underlines actions, and the consequences of the actions, such as reputation and

12



sales (Vredenburg et al., 2020). However, even when stakeholders of a company claim
they want to know about the good deeds of the company, customers can easily become
suspicious of the company’s external motives when promoting their CSR endeavours.
CSR communication can lead to repercussions if stakeholders become doubtful and
observe mainly exterior motives in a company’s social initiatives. (Du, Bhattacharya

& Sen, 2010)

By engaging in CSR activities, businesses can generate favourable stakeholder
attitudes and improve sales, but also acquire investors and employees (Du,
Bhattacharya & Sen, 2010), and customers appreciate companies that acknowledge
what is going on in the world and genuinely want to make a change (Fransen, 2020).
As CSR intends to improve relationships with most stakeholders (Mishra and Modi,
2016) stakeholder responses to activist messages from companies vary highly as they
depend on the stakeholders’ socio-political morals (Bhattacharya and Elsbach, 2002).
Investors may view CSR as non-optimal use of financial or human resources without
a clear link to the company’s financial value, it can still increase company risk due to
an increase in uncertainty curtailing from disciplinary actions e.g., customer boycotts,

legislative repercussion, employee walkouts (Bhagwat et al., 2020).

This leads us to why effective communication of CSR and being transparent is key
today. Pro-social and environment-conscious efforts are often well-received,
especially on social media. Nevertheless, customers are quick to react if the content is
perceived as inauthentic. Customers are quick to fact-check and actively look to call
out someone with a false claim for the chance of a scandal. Companies that can show
proof, origins, and traces, as well as the entire lifecycle to the stated claim, gain the

customers’ loyalty today. (Fransen, 2020)

2.1.2  Brands and politics

Companies have taken part in political activities, such as making campaign
contributions, donating to political action committees, and lobbying over a long period
of time (Bhagwat et al., 2020), and in addition to CSR, companies also engage in
corporate political action (CPA), which involves efforts made by the company to

influence political procedures in their favour, gaining policy-based competitive market
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advantages (Lux, Crook & Woehr 2011). The goal of corporate political activity is to
further a specific goal with direct financial payoffs rather than to support a social cause
(Hillman, Keim & Schuler, 2004), which is why researchers view it as highly partisan
(e.g., Bhagwat et al., 2020). A distinguishing feature of corporate political action
(CPA) is, that it is usually exercised in silence and is not intended to be publicized.
Lobbying is a “sensitive and often discreet activity” according to Lawton, McGuire,
and Rajwani (2012), and is often disguised even though it is publicly available
(Bhagwat et al., 2020). At times, when CPA is made public, it is usually by “accidental
expos¢”, according to Werner (2017). CPA is also generally aligned with the
company’s own interests and strives to have a positive effect on the company’s value

(Lux, Crook, and Woehr, 2011 and Werner, 2017; Bhagwat et al., 2020).

To summarize this short introduction to the conscious brand and the political brand,
one could state that a shift in stakeholder expectations has led to the development of a
conscious brand, which seems to have a greater purpose in society than only the
acquisition of revenue. CSR initiatives and cause-related marketing campaigns have
become a default for businesses, whether the intent is to spark social change or gain
increased shareholder wealth. However, companies and their brands seem to have
moved from advertising somewhat neutral CSR activities to the more polarized
political domain, taking risks to address hot societal debates. These politically charged

statements differ from CPA due to the high publicity they strive to achieve.

2.2 CSR 2.0: Brand Activism

Vredenburg et al. (2020) describes brand activism as an evolution of CSR. But
historically, companies and their brands have not engaged in public activism for fear
of potentially alienating customers (Vredenburg et al., 2018). Yet, a growing number
of business entities, such as brands, CEOs, and endorsers, are taking part in
environmental, social, and economic issues that are part of the political discourse,
expected by their stakeholders (i.e., customers and employees). Industry observers
note that while the decision to take a public stance on either side conveys substantial
risk, it might not be an option to stay neutral. (Stein, 2018, Smith and Korschun, 2018,
Hoppner and Vadakkepatt, 2019, Curry, 2020). It can be argued, that if companies
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stay silent, they risk losing the moral high ground and allow others to write the history

(Smith and Korschun, 2018).

Hence, it seems that companies face increased pressure to denounce discrimination
publicly (Alemany, 2020), and must give room to their motives being scrutinized as
the brand becomes an activist in the socio-political sphere (Vredenburg et al., 2020).
Consumers may not find it credible when brands engage in activism (Du, Bhattacharya
and Sen, 2010) and generic, hollow, and hypocritical sentiments can ring inauthentic
and seem like a publicity stunt instead of an honest attempt at contributing to the
conversation (Alemany, 2020). A social media post, an off-the-cuff remark during an
interview, or even ‘private correspondence’ may find its way to the public via a
whistle-blower, a journalist, or even a regular social media user (Dodd and Supa,
2014), and throughout the digital age, businesses have accumulated comprehensive
paper trails on their social media accounts and websites. It does not require much work
to comb through these platforms to see if the company is genuine with their concern,
or if it is just empty talk. Statements that are perceived as inauthentic or inaccurate can
be criticized, mocked, and shared virally over the internet. (Alemany, 2020) This type
of backlash can ultimately harm the company’s reputation, as was the case with
Gillette, that became a target of a boycott due to a video campaign tackling toxic
masculinity, or Nike, whose running shoes were burned by ex-customers who were

angered by the brand’s decision to support NFL player Colin Kaepernick.

Many companies might find this discord troublesome, because taking a stand is likely
to upset not only customers but also employees and partners who do not agree with
the company’s actions (Moorman, 2020). It can be argued that while brand activism
can strengthen the relationship with stakeholders who agree with a statement a firm
does, it will likely damage the relationship with those who disagree (Bhagwat et al.,
2020, Moorman, 2020). For example, the American airline Delta Airlines spoke out
against the National Rifle Association (NRA) in the wake of a deadly school shooting
at a high school in Parkland, Florida, U.S. in 2018 and had to pay dearly: home-state
government legislators in the U.S. state Georgia withdrew an estimate of $40 million
tax break besides boycotts threatened by NRA supporters. Ed Bastian, the CEO of
Delta Airlines, told that he had knew there would be backlash, but had not anticipated
the strength of it by the NRA movement. Yet, the company’s decision to stand by its
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values also created an outburst of support and appreciation. (Dantes, 2018) The
example suggests that there may be no ‘right’ answer when a company addresses a
socio-political issue by expressing public support for or opposition to one side of a
biased issue but has the possibility to simultaneously both strengthen and sever

stakeholder relationships (Bhagwat et al., 2020).

Many companies seem to think that their brands have an important role to play and
feel obligated to support progressive causes at an increasing rate, some of which are
politically divisive. The reason might be that these socially divisive actions are no
longer viewed as political, given the public support for these efforts now, and
compared with the support they received some years ago. Or perhaps companies
finally see that doing nothing is a form of support of the status quo and therefore no
longer an option. (Moorman, 2020). At the time of writing, recent events involving
racial injustice and acts of police brutality and the public outcry because of it
motivated corporations to show their support. Some brands launched full-scale
marketing campaigns, while others only posted brief messages of solidarity and
support on social media (Alemany, 2020) as described in the introduction chapter to
this thesis. It almost seems the standard for advertising has shifted from “sex sells” to
“social justice sells”, and although woke-washing is hypocritical, Mahdawi (2018)
states that one can take solace in the fact that the more progressive messaging is out
there, the better. As companies give brand activism a try, they might slowly start to
change the norms and attitudes in society. In that sense, brands can also be innovators,
problem solvers, and teachers and take a stand for what they believe is important in
society (Moorman, 2020). In the next subchapter, the differences between brand
activism and other kinds marketing initiatives such as cause-related marketing and

corporate social responsibility are further discussed.

2.2.1 The differences between brand activism, CSR, CRM, and CPA

The controversial nature of brand activism sets it apart from corporate social
responsibility (CSR) and cause-related marketing (CRM) that usually concerns issues
viewed as non-divisive and pro-social, such as supporting education or disaster relief
(Mukherjee and Althuizen, 2020), as well as other political activities, such as corporate

political activity (CPA) (Bhagwat et al., 2020). Brand activism lacks the consensus
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(i.e., that most of the society finds it as beneficial as CSR is), as there is often not a
universally ‘right’ solution to the socio-political issue in question, or that the problem
might not be a problem that even needs to be solved, e.g., homelessness (Sarkar and
Kotler, 2018). The main difference between traditional CSR and brand activism is the
extent to which the focal issue is widely favoured (e.g., community resources,
education, donations to research for curing disease) rather than partisan (e.g., gender
equality, racial equality, transgender rights, and gun control). CSR and brand activism
lie on a continuum in terms of their degree of partisanship. CSR is low in partisanship
because it comprises of high societal agreement while brand activism is polarizing.

(Bhagwat et al., 2020)

Therefore, CSR or CRM efforts are unlikely to provoke negative response from
consumers unless the effort is perceived as a dishonest marketing trick. Brand activism
may draw both positive and negative consumer reactions, and while CSR and CRM
activities are often usually integrated into a company’s strategic plan, brand activism
can be accidental or ad hoc. Even if brand activism appears to involve higher
uncertainty and risk than CSR or CRM campaigns, the potential payoffs may also be
higher (Mukherjee and Althuizen, 2020, Vredenburg et al., 2020), as brand activism
can contain a much lower level of initial monetary investment (e.g., an open letter or

a press release) (Bhagwat et al., 2020).

Besides engaging in CSR, companies also engage in corporate political action (CPA),
e.g., lobbying or making monetary contributions to political campaigns or committees
in order to gain a competitive market advantage (Lux, Crook & Woehr 2011; Bhagwat
et al., 2020). Bhagwat et al. (2020) suggest that CPA differs from brand activism to
the extent to which each activity is publicized. Kotler and Sarkar (2017) and Nalick et
al. (2016) claim, that while the underlying motivations to engage in activism might
vary, it is publicly communicated as the values of the company. As we have gathered,
CPA is exercised in silence, and if it is made public, it is usually by what Werner

(2017) calls “accidental exposé”.

Brand activism is related to CSR and CPA. However, brand activism is a different
construction that has yet to be clearly explained. Bhagwat et al. (2020) constructed a

2 x 2 delineating model based on levels of publicity and partisanship, which is depicted
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in figure 1. In this figure, corporate socio-political activism (CSA) is synonymous
with brand activism. The figure shows that CSR is low in partisanship and can be
either high or low in publicity, depending on whether it is routine or noteworthy, such
as a CRM campaign. On the other hand, brand activism/CSA and CPA are highly
partisan, yet CPA is not indented to be publicized, while brand activism/CSA is highly

publicized.
Q= rorisanshio T
Corporate Political Activity
(CPA)

=

E’ Corporate Social

-g Responsibility (CSR)

o

Corporate Sociopolitical
Activism (CSA)

Figure 1: Conceptual distinctions of CSR, CPA, and CSA (Bhagwat et al. 2020)

2.2.2 Categories of activism companies engage in

Sarkar (2018) listed six major categories of activism corporations take part in, some
of which can be considered as issues directly or indirectly related to corporate social
responsibility or corporate political activity according to Bhagwat et al. (2020). Not
all categories or topics of activism are socially divisive, yet the following categories

involve some of the largest problems facing society today:

e Social activism: Social activism includes areas such as equality, meaning
gender, race, age, and LGBTQIA+ issues. Also, community issues such as
healthcare, social security, education, privacy, and consumer protection are
included in this type of activism.

e Workplace activism: This category consists of governance-related issues
such as corporate organization, CEO pay, labour and union issues, worker

compensation, and supply chain management among others.
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e Political activism: Political activism consists of voting and voting rights,
lobbying, privatization, as well as policy including gerrymandering, campaign
finance, et cetera.

¢ Environmental activism: This type of brand activism covers conservation,
land use, air and water pollution, emission control, and ecocide issues as well
as various environmental policies and laws.

e Economic activism: This category addresses wage and tax policies
concerning inequality and wealth redistribution.

e Legal activism: This type of activism deals with the laws and policies that
impact companies, such as citizenship, taxes, and employment laws.

(Sarkar, 2018)

2.2.3 Defining brand activism

As we have gathered so far, brand activism differs from various activities companies
engage in, such as corporate political action, corporate social responsibility, and cause-
related marketing initiatives. Next, some definitions for brand activism by previous

researchers are scrutinised.

Moorman (2020) defines brand political activism as public speech or actions focused
on biased issues made by or on behalf of a company using its corporate or individual
brand name. The opinionated feature of the issue on which the actions are based is an
important aspect of political activism. There are stakeholders (e.g., employees,
partners, policymakers, and consumers) who want to maintain the current situation of
an issue, and those who want a change. When a brand engages in socio-political topics,
they need to pick a side, which is to either challenge or defend the current situation.
This can be done by advocating for or against racial justice, transgender rights, climate
change initiatives, minimum wage increases, or gun control. These actions might
involve challenging political institutions e.g., same-sex marriage, while other actions

challenge social conventions, e.g., profiling people of colour. (Moorman, 2020)

Vredenburg et al. (2020) emphasises on brand activism being a marketing tactic, that
is motivated by intent and values when a brand adopts a non-neutral stance on topics

that are contested, to contribute to social change and marketing success.
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Bhagwat et al. (2020) looked at corporate socio-political activism (CSA) as a concept
that is distinct from other major corporate social and political activities, namely
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and corporate political activity (CPA), that has
an overall negative effect with uncertain results on company values as well as the
possibility of making a successful strategy in contrast. CSA is defined as “a firm'’s
public demonstration (statements and/or actions) of support for or opposition to one

side of a partisan socio-political issue.” — (Bhagwat et al., 2020, p. 1).

Kotler and Sarkar (2017) defined brand activism as ‘the act of publicly taking a stand

on divisive social or political issues by a brand or an individual associated with a

brand’.

Dodd and Supa (2014) discussed corporate social advocacy, of which they used the
definition that it ‘refers to an organisation making a public statement or taking a
public stance on social-political issues’ — (Dodd and Supa, 2014, p. 5). They
underlined that the impact of corporate social advocacy can lead to impact a

consumer’s intent to purchase from the company.

While all of these definitions are plausible, they still contain slight nuances and
differences that differentiate them from each other. Instead of choosing an existing
definition to explain brand activism in my empirical study, I propose the following
definition that combines elements from the previous definitions. The definition for
brand activism used in this thesis follows: brand activism consists of business efforts
(public speech or actions) to support or oppose a socio-political issue that is considered

biased in society and has uncertain consequences for the company and/or brand.

2.2.4  The distinctive characteristics of brand activism

Vredenburg et al. (2020) drew on Moorman’s (2020) research on brand political
activism when identifying authentic brand activism, finding four defining
characteristics to the phenomenon. Firstly, brand purpose is essential to authentic
brand activism and focuses on a brand’s input to a broader interest of the public and

goals in society (Vredenburg et al., 2020). Authentic brand activism prioritizes social
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and environmental benefits beyond the brand’s immediate financial interest. Moorman
(2020) had suggested that some brands view themselves as educators and legitimate
sources of cultural power which gives the brand the responsibility to spark change in

society.

Secondly, brand activism has expanded beyond social accomplishment of
participating in divisive, controversial, and polarizing socio-political issues. Contested
or controversial issues have opposing ethics and interests, provoke disparities about
assertions or behaviour, are politically volatile, and arouse strong emotions (Nalick et
al., 2016; Vredenburg et al., 2020). However, all consumers do not have the same
values as the brand, and some consumer groups may be more alienated than others.

(Vredenburg et al., 2020)

Thirdly, the adoption of either a progressive or conservative stand on a divisive issue
characterize brand activism further. Brand activism can address any controversial
issue on the political spectrum, but the nature of these stances is subjective due to
religion or political ideology. (Moorman, 2020, Chatterji and Toffel, 2018,
Vredenburg et al., 2020) The adoption of the stand can be considered weak or strong
according to Hoppner and Vadakkepatt (2019), depending on if it is a mere statement,

or a stronger course of action, such as a review of the internal code of conduct.

The final defining characteristic of brand activism contains an intangible (messaging)
and tangible (practice) devotion to a socio-political cause. Brand activism goes beyond
mere advocacy and/or messaging and implicates alignment with company practices
that uphold the purpose and values of the brand. The activist messages have to be
backed up by real changes in the company through various reforms to corporate
practice and policies, monetary donations, or partnerships in order to support its
stakeholders, i.e., employees and customers and to ease societal change. However,
these prosocial practices vary depending on how deeply rooted in the company they
are. Vredenburg et al. demonstrate this by an example: a company that makes changes
in its internal policy by adopting a gender-neutral bathroom policy or allowing same-
sex couples to have parental leave will probably have a greater impact than if the
company merely donated once to an LGBTQIA+ cause. This means, that long-term

commitments might yield greater social influence. (Vredenburg et al., 2020)
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2.2.5 Authentic brand activism vs. woke-washing

Vredenburg et al. (2020) identified four factors that build on the creation of
authenticity in brand activism. These factors are (1) purpose, (2) values, (3)
messaging, and (4) practice. Authentic brand activism is defined as a strategy, in which
brands have a clear purpose and values-driven communication around an activist
stance on socio-political issues while engaging in prosocial company practice too.
Therefore, authentic activism equals the purpose and values of the brand with its

company practice and activist marketing messaging. (Vredenburg et al., 2020)

The authenticity of brand activism becomes compromised in cases where a company’s
activist messaging differs from its company practice, purpose, and values. The same
inauthenticity is perceived in cases where a company’s practice is misaligned with its

messaging, values, and purpose. (Vredenburg et al., 2020)

Vredenburg et al. (2020) borrow from the concepts of greenwashing and decoupling
to understand authenticity in the context of brand activism. The lack of authenticity is
greater than a mere inability to match prosocial company practice with messaging,
which differentiates from decoupling as such. Matching messaging and practice are
essential, but it is not enough for developing and maintaining authentic brand activism.
Brands must demonstrate a balance and alignment between the four factors (purpose,
value, messaging, and practice). When these four factors are in alignment, authentic
brand activism can be achieved. As a result, consumers are more likely to perceive a
brand’s stance on the pivotal socio-political issue as truthful, relevant, and trustworthy.

(Vredenburg et al., 2020)

To compare, ‘woke washing’ (see chapter 1.4 for definition) can be the outcome if a
brand engages in a movement of socio-political matter out of urgency and/or market
responsiveness, especially when the messaging is disconnected from the brand’s
purpose, values, and company practice (Vredenburg et al., 2020). As noted in previous
chapters, social justice concerns are increasingly becoming a part of the marketing
strategy of big companies (Boyd, 2018). Vredenburg et al. (2020) highlight the case

of Nike and Colin Kaepernick as an example of woke washing. The brand supported
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Kaepernick but also decided to sponsor the NFL teams that had rejected Kaepernick
after his protests. In the example, companies and brands can deceive consumers about
the socio-political output of the business, or the socio-political benefit of the product
as is often the case in greenwashing. Consumers can also feel that social issues are
used as a marketing trick to sell more of the brand’s products, therefore questioning
the intention as well as the social benefit of the brand’s activism, detached from

purpose and value and misaligned from company practice. (Vredenburg et al., 2020)

Furthermore, woke washing is often criticized as hypocritical and lazy (Mahdawi,
2018) and can risk the influence of authentic brand activism (Vredenburg et al., 2020).
Additionally, it can be harmful by sanitizing toxic business practices (Mahdawi,
2018). If brand activism is not trusted by consumers to be a trustworthy method to
push social change in socio-political issues, then the strategy's effectiveness is reduced
in these issues. The customer’s trust can be harmed by activist marketing messages
that contain false claims or content, especially when the claims are important for the
purchase decision. To clarify how the marketplace has developed to make room for
brand activism, Vredenburg et al. (2020) constructed a typology (figure 2) that shows

how brands align or fail to align purpose, value, messaging, and practice.

Prosocial corporate practice
High VN
Q2 silent Brand Activism Q3 Authentic Brand Activism
- Low activist marketing messaging - High activist marketing messaging
- High engagement in prosocial corporate practice - High engagement in prosocial corporate practice
- Explicit prosocial brand purpose and values - Explicit prosocial brand purpose and values
_ potential authentic brand activism - Framing and driving solutions to problems of
public interest
Activist )

. High
marketing < >
messaging Low

Q1 Absence of Brand Activism Q4 Inauthentic Brand Activism
- Low activist marketing messaging - High activist marketing messaging
- Low engagement in prosocial corporate practice - Low engagement in prosocial corporate practice
- Lack of explicit prosocial brand purpose and values - Lack of explicit prosocial brand purpose and
- Authentic brand activism opportunity values
- Deceptive or opportunistic decoupling (woke
washing)
Low 4

Figure 2: Typology of Brand Activism (Vredenburg et al., 2020)
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The typology of brand activism shows how the degree of activism marketing
messaging moves from high to low with the degree of prosocial corporate practice.

The results are categorized into four quadrants:

Absence of brand activism

The brands that locate in this quadrant (1) have yet to adopt prosocial company
practices in their marketing strategy. The brands do not have prosocial brand purpose
and values or engage in activist marketing messaging. These companies tend to be
situated in industries that usually do not depend on partnering with socio-political
causes to acknowledge their brand legitimacy, and operate without consumer
expectations, for example, business-to-business companies. An example is Caterpillar,
the world’s largest construction equipment manufacturer that relies on B2B sales and
promotion strategies. Caterpillar has up until now not addressed socio-political causes.
Vredenburg et al. (2020) suggest, that these kinds of industries may need to adopt
prosocial brand purpose, values, company practices, and related marketing messaging
as social norms. The expectations of brands taking a stance changes and as the
marketing system evolves, like commitment to sustainable development nowadays is
expected of the manufacturing and client-facing industry, and not only customer-

facing brands (Kapitan, Kennedy, and Berth, 2019). (Vredenburg et al., 2020)

Silent brand activism

Silent brand activists (quadrant 2) embrace socio-political causes as part of their core
mission or strategic focus but are likely to operate quietly and out of plain sight,
operating long-term integrated prosocial company practices that are part of their
strategy and essentially linked to their purpose and values. The brands tend to be
smaller and less influential despite activism on disputed matters. These silent brand
activists have the least to lose by entering the spectrum of political activist messaging,
due to them already having a prosocial brand purpose, values, and company practices
that align with their messaging, which is necessary for authentic brand activism.

(Vredenburg et al., 2020)

Authentic brand activism
Brands in this category (quadrant 3) are viewed as authentic since their brand purpose

and values, activist marketing messaging and prosocial company practice are aligned.
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Vredenburg et al. (2020) highlight ice cream maker Ben & Jerry’s as an example of
authentic brand activism, as the company has values-driven messaging and its
practices align with progressing social change such as transparency, fairness, and
sustainability. Authentic brand activism contains honest alignment of activist
marketing messaging with purpose- and value-driven prosocial company practice,
which is an essential spark for social change. It also brings the greatest brand equity
results. (Vredenburg et al., 2020) Furthermore, authentic brand activism can also be
regressive even if it usually involves progressive stances on socio-political issues

(Kotler and Sarkar, 2017).

Inauthentic brand activism

Brands in this category (quadrant 4) have already embraced activist marketing
messaging that communicates their support of socio-political issues. Yet, the brands
lack brand purpose and values and may not have prosocial corporate practices or are
hiding the absence of these practices. Inauthentic brand activism can lead to negative
brand equity implications through unfavourable brand associations and false
signalling. The activist messages can be considered hypocritical, inauthentic, or even
false. These brands tend to be consumer-facing in this quadrant, and as consumers
increasingly expect brands to take a stand on socio-political issues, the stakes are high
for the brands if they attempt to respond quickly. Inauthentic brand activism can also
be perceived as unethical, similarly, to greenwashing, and might ultimately endanger
the potential for social change by misleading the customers and losing their trust in

brand activism. (Vredenburg et al., 2020)

2.2.6 Reasons for brand activism

Company value and investor responses of CSA

As established, customers and other stakeholders have for long pressed companies to
provide societal advantages besides generating shareholder wealth, the main concern
of the companies’ investors, and these advantages have traditionally come in the form
of corporate social responsibility. The strain between shareholder value maximization
and social responsibility is not a new phenomenon, as investors often question
investments in corporate social responsibility (Bhagwat et al., 2020, Mishra and Modi,

2016). However, engagement in activism raises the risk and uncertainty beyond that
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of traditional CSR activities due to its opinionated nature. Bhagwat et al. (2020) has
examined the effect of corporate socio-political activism (CSA) on firm value by

investigating investor and customer responses.

Bhagwat et al.'s (2020) study provides insights to managers in terms of what to expect
from investors if they choose to engage in corporate socio-political activism (CSA),
and how CSA should be implemented based on the company’s objectives. Their
research contributes to the marketing strategy literature and the emerging work on
activism and is built on existing conceptualisation of activism to provide a broad
definition of CSA, as well as empirically confirms that CSA utilises distinctive
outcomes on company value given its different characteristics. The results showed that
investors react negatively to CSA on average, especially in cases where CSA stances
deviate from the dominant political values of a company’s key stakeholders. Bhagwat
et al.’s (2020) results reveal that investors’ reactions are worse when CSA:

(1) deviates from stakeholders’ political values,

(2) takes the form of actions (instead of only statements),

(3) is announced by the CEO (instead of another person or entity within the company),
(4) does not explicitly communicate any business interests, and

(5) is a solitary company activity (vs. in coalition with other companies).

(Bhagwat et al., 2020)

Regardless of the underlying motivation a company has, engaging in CSA indicates
the socio-political values of a company. This indicator reduces information
unevenness between the company and its stakeholders by informing stakeholders of
the company’s socio-political values. (Bhagwat et al., 2020) CSA may be appealing
to some stakeholders who agree with the stance, but at the same time, it will offend
them who hold opposing views (Kotler and Sarkar, 2017, Bhagwat et al., 2020). It is
challenging for companies to predict the magnitude of the opposing reactions to CSA,
and whether the positive reactions will lead to noticeable benefits, such as an increase
in sales (Bhagwat et al., 2020). Shareholders may think that the more time, attention,
and resources managers allocate to CSA, the less they will be able to bestow on
innovation, operations, and other profit-generating activities (Nalick et al., 2016;
Bhagwat et al., 2020). This unease exists even when CSA delivers a business interest

or is supported by some stakeholder groups such as employees and customers, as it
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can still upset many people, which increases more uncertainty and requires companies
to allocate even more of their time and resources to managing any backlash.
Additionally, CSA engagement may signal a fundamental shift in the company’s
strategic priorities. (Bhagwat et al., 2020)

Stakeholder relationships are an important part of the competitive advantage of a
company, which is why investors are exceptionally attuned to how company actions
affect stakeholder relationships (Bhagwat et al., 2020, Groening, Mittal, and Zhang,
2016). Consistent with stakeholder alignment theory, CSA can either reinforce values
and strengthen or risk the relationships with stakeholders (Bhagwat et al., 2020,
Hambrick and Wowak, 2019) CSA that differs from the stakeholders’ political values
might lead to stakeholders disidentifying with the company (Reed, Aquino & Levy,
2007; Bhagwat et al., 2020). The result can be seen in a wide variety of negative
consequences: customers might switch to a competitor, employee turnover might rise,

tax breaks might be withdrawn (Bhagwat et al. ,2020).

CSA is a risky marketing strategy that investors commonly are cautious towards,
however, it can at times be advantageous. On average, investors react negatively to
CSA, specifically in cases where it strays from the values of key stakeholders and
signals the company’s resource-intensive pledge to activism. Nevertheless, investors
award activism in cases where it closely aligns with the stakeholders. In addition,
customers reward CSA when it resonates with their personal values. This demonstrates
that CSA can be an effective means for companies to appeal to their target markets.
The investor responses to CSA are shaped by the implementation of CSA, depending
on whether it is a statement or an action, as well as its alignment with the personal
values of the company’s key stakeholders, specifically, customers. The influence on
sales growth of CSA suggests that customers pay attention to and make long-lasting
CSA-based purchase decisions. While CSA can be a risky strategy, it can have real

performance advantages as well. (Bhagwat et al., 2020)

Attitude shift among marketing executives
Christine Moorman has been tracking marketing leaders’ response to the question “Do
you think it is appropriate for your brand to take a stance on politically-charged

issues?”” since February 2018 in her CMO survey. The purpose of the CMO survey is
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to objectively collect the opinions of chief marketing officers to track marketing
quality, improve the value of marketing in companies and society as well as help
forecast the future of markets. The study has been conducted twice a year since August
2008 through an online survey and is administered by the Fuqua School of Business
at Duke University. (The CMO Survey, 2020) 47% of marketing leaders think that it
is appropriate to “make changes to products and services in response to political
issues” because it indicates the companies are quite willing to take risks. It is
considered risky because service and product changes are likely to affect the core of
the company’s business. (The CMO Survey 2020; Moorman, 2020) The latest findings
of Moorman’s CMO Survey indicate, that the attitudes of chief marketing officers are
changing in relation to whether their brands should take a stand on issues viewed as
controversial, as there has been a slight increase in the ‘yes’ answers over the last few
years. Further, the willingness to make changes in products according to politics is a
remarkable result, of which evidence has been seen in the aftermath of the BLM-
protests in the U.S. in the summer of 2020, as some companies made changes to their
brands with racial bias associations. However, it is worth noting that regardless of the
approach, brands should proceed with care when taking a stand on issues related to
social justice or other politically polarizing topics, as protests against racial injustice

continue across the world. (Moorman, 2020)

Increased consumer expectations

It can be argued that brands have no alternative than to promote social action, as
today’s consumers are politically and socially conscious and expect companies to
establish and spread clear stances on social and political issues. The purchasing power
of the young has grown significantly in recent years and the millennial and Z
generations have high expectations towards brands. (Alemany, 2020, Curry, 2020) At
a time when many young people feel that the economic system does not work for them,
it could be a smart move for big brands to appeal to their sense of idealism according
to Jones (2019). Simply ‘standing in solidarity’ or saying the ‘right thing’ is no longer
enough for the customers, they want the brands they support to back up the platitudes
with action (Alemany, 2020). By 2020, generation Z will account for about 40% of all
customers in America according to an American survey from 2018 conducted by
DoSomething (Ferguson, 2018). 76% of young people said they had bought (53%) or

would consider buying (23%) a brand or a product to show support for the issues the
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brand supported. 67% of the respondents stated to have stopped purchasing (40%) or
would consider doing so (27%) if the company behaved in a way or stood for
something that would not support their values. (Curry, 2020, Ferguson, 2018)
Furthermore, pro-social initiatives and environment-conscious efforts are received
well on social media, especially by these young generations, who actively seek out
organizations that are devoted to sustainable practices in their consumerism (Fransen,
2020), and are increasingly using the power of their social media feeds as well as their

feet to shape corporate behaviour (Curry, 2020).

Politicized consumer activism

To fully comprehend brand activism as a social phenomenon, a consumer perspective
is required. As we have noted, consumers respond differently to the companies’ efforts
of communicating their values and responses to ongoing politically charged debates
in society today. Chen presented a new category of consumer behaviour: politicized
consumer activism in his 2020 study. He defined it as “consumers ascribing political
meaning to and/or interpreting the political stances of corporate conducts, and they
then act collectively to pressure companies based on these perceptions” (Chen, 2020,
p. 1). The term “politicized” comes from “politicalization” of consumption, e.g.,
consumers taking environmental issues upon themselves as a co-responsibility,
meaning that consumers consider the environmental aspect in their daily consumption,
leading to the consumption becoming “politicized”. The politicalization of
consumption conceptualises consumption habits and decisions as a process through
which consumers attribute political value. According to Chen (2020), consumer
activism is placed somewhere between a social movement and general activism. A
social movement is defined as “the coming together of relatively large numbers of
people around a commonly held set of values or view of human and/or social rights in
order to create social change”, while activism refers to people gathering around
problematic situations caused by organisations and taking action together to solve
these problems. A social movement is generally concerned with social good and social

change. (Chen, 2020)

To be able to better understand the altering definitions of consumer activism, Chen
(2020) placed them on a continuum between the self-interest of the consumers and the

greater good (figure 3). Consumer activism due to self-interest includes problems with
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products and services and the not-in-my-back-yard (NIMBY) effect (i.e., becoming an
activist when a problem affects oneself personally). Consumer activism for the sake
of a greater good includes political consumer activism such as the politicization of
consumption due to morality, ethics, and social responsibility. Chen argued that
politicized consumer activism follows a different logic, and therefore placed
politicized consumer activism in the middle of the two differing motives to consumer
activism. As argued, politicized consumer activism does not necessarily aim for
‘politicalization’ to create an institutional means of expression, meaning that it does
not see social change being the ultimate goal. Chen suggested that the term is linked
to consumer nationalism, meaning consuming in order to feel belonged to a national
identity, of what an everyday example is preferring domestic produce to foreign.

(Chen, 2020)

Politicized

consumer
activism

<or self-interest For greater good>

\ J
|

Continuum of Consumer Activism

e.g., Political
consumer
activism;
Politicalization
of consumption

e.g., Corporate
product/service
problem; Not-in-
my-back-yard-
movement

Figure 3: Conceptual map of consumer activism (Chen, 2020)
2.3 Mass media: shaping public opinion

Up until now, brand activism has been discussed from several viewpoints and it has
been differentiated from other activities companies take part in, such as corporate
social responsibility and brand political action. Next, the role of the mass media as an
influencer of public opinion is discussed and theories relating to mass communication
are presented. The media’s effect on how we perceive commercial brand’s effort in

igniting social change is further elaborated upon in the empirical study.

The term ‘mass media’ is described by McQuail (2000: 4) as “the means of
communication that operate on a large scale, reaching and involving virtually
everyone in a society to a greater or lesser degree.” The content of media has been

referred to by historians, sociologists, and anthropologists as proof of values and
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beliefs of a specific time and place or social group, on the premise that it generally
responds to the dominant hopes, anxieties or beliefs of the people and represents
common values. Media can be considered a cultural indicator in a similar way that
have allowed social and economic indicators to become describing conditions.
McQuail stated that we live in an ‘information society’: “omne in which work is
extensively based on information and service industries and where information of all
kinds is the key to wealth and power” (2000: 32). Today’s modern societies are
increasingly relying on various complex systems of communication of which one part
1s mass communication. Mass media is significant for economic, social and political
life, and its significance extends beyond any authority in democratic societies.

(McQuail, 2000)

The news media has the ability to shape public opinion (Carroll, 2010; McCombs,
2004), and the media can be a powerful force for public enlightenment (McQuail,
2000). Therefore, it can be stated that various media are an important instrument for
learning about the world (Ross & Nightingale, 2003). Castells (1998: 336) said that
the rise of the information society originates in more central changes than only the
development of information technologies and advancement in the production and
distribution of information. The economic, social, and cultural changes in our society
originates historically in three independent processes: the information technology
revolution, the economic crisis of both capitalism and statism and their following
reformation, and the flourishing of cultural social movements, e.g., environmentalism,

feminism, human rights, and libertarianism (Castells, 1998).

Ross and Nightingale (2003) conduct that the relationship between political news
coverage and the public is highly complex and not readily agreeable to simplistic
theories which frame that influence in absolute terms. The media can achieve a
positive role in democratic societies by its ability to empower the public to take
political action and participation, but Ross and Nightingale (2003) argue that the media

don’t seem to offer those opportunities so often.
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2.3.1 Setting the agenda

Carroll inspected the agenda-setting theory in relation to the news media’s influence
on company reputation in his 2020 study. In order to gain reputation and brand name
recognition, businesses must acquire the public’s attention. Carroll argues that the
news media may not succeed in telling the public what to think about a particular
business, they succeed better in telling the public which companies to ‘think about’.
Sullivan (2013) claimed that communication research has produced evidence that
news media profoundly shape public political awareness and information

environment.

McQuail (2000) describes agenda-setting as the process of media influence that can
be intentional or unintentional, by which the relative importance of news events,
issues, or personages in the public mind is affected by the order of presentation or
relative salience in news reports. Media influence is not on the direction of opinion
but on what people think about. The concept has been applied to political
communication and election campaigns. Despite the near certainty that the process
does occur as hypothesised, it is not easy to prove, because media take their priorities
from public opinion as well as from politicians. With the help of the agenda-setting
theory, each news story can be analysed by coding the “tone of writing/mentioning”

of the text (see table 1).

Table 1: Tone of writing/mentioning categories

Tone Explanation

Positive tone mention | Favourable aspects for the company mentioned

Negative tone mention | Unpleasant and unfavourable aspects for the company mentioned

Neutral tone mention Facts, mentions with neither positive nor negative tones attached

Mixed tone mention Both positive and negative aspects

2.3.2 The framing of news

The framing theory is regarded as an extension of the agenda-setting theory. Both
agenda-setting and framing research show that the news media can affect the public’s
perception of political issues. The news media can affect both the appearance of

particular issues for the public and the types of conclusions that the public draw about
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said issues. (Sullivan, 2013) Scheufele & Tewksbury (2007) stated that framing is
based on the assumption that how a subject is presented in news media may have an

effect on how viewers perceive it.

How media presents certain issues and its effects on the public can be studied through
news framing. Sullivan (2013: 71) argues that framing takes place when media
producers or journalists “select some aspects of a perceived reality to make them more
salient in a communicating text, in such way as to promote a particular problem
definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendation”
(Entman, 1993: 52). Numerous studies have shown that the media can affect how
people interpret the news and the conclusions they draw after viewing or reading the
news (e.g., Perse, 2001: 106). News reports shape public awareness on public issues
and provide a conceptual framework in which to understand these theories. Further,
frames can be used to direct respondents toward a specific policy solution for social

and economic problems. (Iyengar, 1994; Sullivan, 2013).

Pan & Kosicki (1993, p. 70), in Semetko & Valkenberg (2000) explain that framing
analysis “expands beyond agenda-setting research into what people talk or think
about by examining how they think and talk about issues in the news”. Semetko and
Valkenberg (2000) drew on Entman’s (1991) work on frames often used in news
stories: (1) conflict, (2) human interest / personalisation, (3) (economic) consequence,
(4) morality, and (5) responsibility. These frames are explained in the following

section.

e Conflict frame. This frame prioritises conflict between parties as opposed to
the actual decision made (Arawolo, 2017). This conflict can be between
individuals, groups or institutions and is underlined in the news story as a
method of detaining the interest of the audience. In a U.S. study conducted by
Neuman et al. (1992), it was found that the media most frequently used the
conflict frame. As an example, news about presidential election campaigns is
mainly framed in terms of conflict according to Patterson (1993). By
frequently framing news via conflict, the news media has received criticism
for encouraging public cynicism and mistrust of politicians (Cappella &

Jamieson, 1997). (Semetko and Valkenberg, 2000)
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Human interest / personalisation frame. This frame is used to give an issue,
problem, or an event a human face or an emotional perspective. The capturing
and retaining of audience interest are of high importance in a time when the
news industry is increasingly competitive (Bennett, 1995). This can be
achieved when framing news from a personalised perspective. In this way,
news can be dramatized, personalised, and even emotionalised. (Semetko and
Valkenberg, 2000) Arawolo (2017) argues, that by using the human-interest

frame, personality is promoted over more important aspects.

Consequence frame. The (economic) consequences frame reports an issue,
problem, or an event in terms of the consequences it will have economically
on an individual, group, institution, region, or country. Economic
consequences are often wide ranging in the event of a problem, which is why
reporting of the economic impact is of significant news value (Graber, 1993).

(Semetko and Valkenberg, 2000)

Morality frame. Media coverage can often moralise, sometimes due to
indiscretions of political actors, or alternatively, policies can be seen as
morally questionable (Arawolo, 2017). Semetko and Valkenberg (2000) argue,
that the morality frame puts the event, problem, or issue in the context of moral
doctrines or religious beliefs. Because professional journalism often strives for
objectivity, this frame is often used indirectly, for example through a quotation,
or an implication, or by having someone raise a question (Neuman et al., 1992).
Neuman et al. (1992) found that this frame to be more common among the
minds of audiences than in news content, yet this frame was identified among

several used in reporting. (Semetko and Valkenberg, 2000)

Responsibility frame. The responsibility frame presents an issue or problem in
a way that points towards responsibility for the cause or solution to that
problem, which is directed at the government, a group, or the individual.
Arawolo (2017) adds, that this frame is used for attributing responsibility for

a cause or a solution. In the U.S., the news media has been criticised for
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shaping public understanding of who is responsible for causing or solving key
social problems, such as poverty (Iyengar, 1987). Iyengar (1991) also argued,
that by covering issues and problems in terms of an event, instance, or
individual (episodically) rather than in terms of the larger historical context
(thematically), the television news encourages people to offer individual-level
explanations to problems in society. As a result, a poor woman on welfare aid
is held responsible for her fate rather than the government or the system.

(Semetko and Valkenberg, 2000)

2.3.3 Studying the news in a Finnish context

According to Carroll (2010), the news media’s role in the creation of public images
and opinions is especially interesting by a case study in a Finnish context, because
there is one major newspaper that dominates the news media spectre in the country,
and with Finland being a relatively small country, it can be argued that the news
media’s effects are more visible than in a more populous country among other reasons.
The Finnish news media are politically a homogenous entity argued by Ojala and
Uskali (2005) in Carroll (2010). Finland has been ranked among one of the lea