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Will Consumers Silence Themselves When Brands Speak up
about Sociopolitical Issues? Applying the Spiral of Silence
Theory to Consumer Boycott and Buycott Behaviors

Cheng Hong (»* and Cong Li*

*Department of Communication Studies, College of Arts & Letters, California State University
Sacramento, CA, USA; *School of Communication, University of Miami, Coral Gables, Florida, USA

ABSTRACT
To investigate boycoit and buycott as responses to brand acti-
vism, this study adopted a 2 (consumer personal stance: con-  Consumerisi; spiral of
sistent vs. inconsistent with the target company) x 2  silence; brand activism;
(magnitude of public support: personal stance congruent with  Dand attude
majority vs. minority) x 2 (perceived credibility of public support

information: high vs. low) between-subjects experimental
design. The experimental findings suggested a moderated mod-

‘erated mediation effect: Consumers tend to buycott (or boycott)

a company when their personal stances on a sociopolitical issue

are consistent (o inconsistent) with the company's, and such

effects are mediated by brand attitude and moderated by mag-

nitude of public support and perceived credibility of public

support information.

KEYWORDS
Boycott; buycott; poltical

In recent years, more and more companies are actively engaged in public
discussion of sociopolitical issues, such as marriage, immigration
gun control, and healthcare reform (Fox, 2017; Garfield, 2018; Souri, 2018).
Several brands mcludmg Bur.lwelser. Airbnb, Google, Au'di, Coca-Cola, and

for dd iopolitical issues in their recent Super
Bowl commercials (Schuhz, 2019). The scenario that companies join activists
to express their opinions on sociopolitical issues is termed brand activism
(Clemensen, 2017; Kotler & Sarkar, 2017). This phenomenon has been inves-
tigated in various fields such as advertising, public relations, and marketing
(Clemensen, 2017; Dodd & Supa, 2011, 2014).

As members of society, consumers hold their own opinions on sociopoli-
tical issues. When a company joins public discussion regarding those issues,
the congruence between the company’s stance and consumers’ opinions will
impact p toward the pany (Swimberghe et al., 2011).
Specifically, consumers may boycott or buycott the target company (Dodd &
Supa, 2014; Fox, 2017; Garfield, 2018). Boycott refers to purposive avoidance
of a product/service to punish a company, while buycott is defined as

CONTACT Cheng Hong & (D Department of €
Arts & Letters, California State University Sacramento, CA, USA.
© 2020 Taylor & Francis

Studies, College of
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