
• OPERAT IONS 

#BRANDB0YC0T1 
Managing the reality of consumers protesting with their wallets 

by FIONA SOLTES 

As Millennial 
continue to grow 

in influence, 
the landscape 

of boycotts and 
their impact 

on purchasing 
behavior may shift. 

Aquick game of word association, 
anyone? 

W h a t ' s the f i r s t t h i n g t h a t comes 

k t o m i n d w h e n someone says 

" U b e r ? " U n i t e d A i r l i n e s ? C h i c k - f i l - A ? E v e n , 

d e p e n d i n g o n h o w l o n g one has been a r o u n d , 

Ty leno l ? 

Each o f these brands has been t h r e a t e n e d by 

a b o y c o t t i n g p u b l i c f o r one reason o r a n o t h e r . 

P o l a r i z i n g p o l i t i c a l stances, i n a p p r o p r i a t e 

b e h a v i o r a n d / o r s ta tements , safety issues, 

perce ived d e c e p t i o n , y o u n a m e i t . N u m e r o u s 

b r a n d s have i n s p i r e d the k i n d o f s t r o n g 

e m o t i o n s i n consumers t h a t n o one w a n t s t o 

exper ience . A n d w i t h the ever- increas ing p o o l 

o f p u b l i c a n d p r i v a t e f i gure s u n d e r f i r e , there's 

b o u n d t o be m o r e i n d i g n a t i o n t o c o m e . 

T h e challenge is t h a t socia l med ia helps spread 

issues and passions l i k e w i l d f i r e . B u t t h e r e i n 

m i g h t also be a benef i t : T h e f l a m e t h a t burns 

t w i c e as b r i g h t , it 's l o n g been said, burns h a l f as 

l o n g . Issues come, issues go and i t doesn't take 

l o n g before s o m e t h i n g else appears i n o u r feeds t o 

s t r ike another m a t c h . 

"Soc ia l media provides a p l a t f o r m for people 

t o have these conversations t h a t d i d n ' t exist 10 

years ago," says Barbara E. K a h n , a professor o f 

m a r k e t i n g and f o r m e r d i rec tor o f the Jay H . Baker 

R e t a i l i n g Center at T h e W h a r t o n School . 

" B u t f r o m w h a t I've under s tood , there c o u l d 

be l o t o f negative ac t iv i ty o n social med ia , and 

that doesn't necessarily translate i n t o changes i n 

purchase behavior or sales." C h i c k - f i l - A , e n d u r i n g 

its chief opera t ing officer's controvers ia l stance 
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against same-sex marr i age i n 2012 , is a "great 

example , " she says. 

" A l o t o f people were outraged , bu t some of t h e m 

s t i l l w e n t and had a chicken sandwich o n the w a y 

home . I ' m n o t saying that's always the case. There 

are people w h o are more sincere about i t . A n d it's 

n o t t h a t people's beliefs are superf ic ia l . T h e y can 

be deeply held beliefs. B u t it's another t h i n g to 

real ly change h a b i t u a l behavior . " 

TIMING, TRANSPARENCY AND LOYALTY 
T h i s past year, emot ions were f requent ly s t i r red 

by one name: T r u m p . Consumers were urged to 

boycot t retailers w h o car r ied the c l o t h i n g l ine o f 

pres idential daughter Ivanka T r u m p , and some 

c la imed her father has helped foster a m o r e easily 

w h i p p e d - u p social media e n v i r o n m e n t overa l l . 

" W i t h [Pres ident] T r u m p t w e e t i n g a n d 

express ing displeasure w i t h t h i s or t h a t 

f r e q u e n t l y d u r i n g the day, i n some sense, he gives 

people his blessing t o do t h a t , t o o , " K a h n says. 

" I n t e rms o f the Zeitgeist, people are used t o t h i s 

k i n d o f b e h a v i o r . " 

So w h y do some brands survive boycotts and 

negat iv i ty , w h i l e others go d o w n i n flames? 

M a n y factors play i n , the experts say: t i m i n g , 

transparency, loya l ty , a wi l l ingnes s t o o w n u p t o 

mistakes and , i n some cases, the na ture o f 

the issue. 

Y o u G o v , an i n t e r n a t i o n a l internet-based 

m a r k e t research and data a n a l y t i c s f i r m , 

d i scovered i n 2 0 1 7 t h a t t w o - t h i r d s o f adul t s i n 

the U n i t e d States s u p p o r t b o y c o t t i n g a b r a n d 

over p o l i t i c s . B e t w e e n N o v e m b e r 2 0 1 6 and 

F e b r u a r y 2017, a c c o r d i n g t o Y o u G o v , 3 1 percent 

o f U.S . adul t s increased t h e i r level o f s u p p o r t f o r 

a specific cause. T h e causes at the t o p o f the l i s t 

were i m m i g r a t i o n , w o m e n ' s r i g h t s , d i v e r s i t y a n d 

i n c l u s i o n , e d u c a t i o n a n d the e n v i r o n m e n t . 

Fast Company r e p o r t e d i n N o v e m b e r 2 0 1 6 

t h a t interes t i n I v a n k a T r u m p ' s b r a n d d r o p p e d 

54 percent i n the f i r s t f ew weeks o f the re la ted 

# G r a b Y o u r W a l l e t b o y c o t t , a n d a n u m b e r o f 

re ta i lers d i d stop c a r r y i n g the b r a n d . 

" T h e decision about I v a n k a T r u m p was d r i v e n 

i n a confluence o f e m o t i o n between consumers o n 

the one h a n d and o n the p a r t of the management 

of companies o n the other h a n d w h o are somewhat 

l i k e - m i n d e d t o the sensitivities a r o u n d her b r a n d , " 

says Steve Go ldberg , president o f r e t a i l consu l t ing 

f i r m T h e Grayson Company . 

T h a t boycot t was about the place, t i m e — a n d 

person — rather t h a n p r o d u c t . 

O t h e r brands , however , have faced the need to 

r e b u i l d t r u s t w h e n a p r o d u c t or service goes a w r y . 

T h i n k o f T y l e n o l , w h i c h faced consumer concerns 

about its safety i n the early 1980s t h a n k s t o h i g h -

prof i le t a m p e r i n g and seven deaths. T h e company 

acted s w i f t l y and openly, issuing a large-scale reca l l 

of 31 m i l l i o n bott les , o f fe r ing free replacement 

products i n tablet f o r m and c o m i n g back w i t h 

t a m p e r - p r o o f packaging just t w o m o n t h s later. T h e 

inc ident set the s tandard for recalls o f o ther brands 

and products t h a t f o l l o w e d . 

N o w , G o l d b e r g says, " W e see i t every season i n 

the toy i n d u s t r y or the k i d s ' p r o d u c t indus t ry . It's 

i m p o r t a n t f o r companies t o use a l l the tools and 

make sure they're shout ing i t l o u d and clear. W h e r e 

there's b r a n d i m p a i r m e n t , o r the b r a n d is being 

associated w i t h someth ing bad t h a t has happened, 

the company has to step up and o w n i t . " 

SEIZING THE MOMENT 
A l i t t l e b r a n d l o y a l t y doesn't h u r t , either. I n 

recent years, Blue Be l l ice cream was plagued by 

consumer infect ions and deaths related t o Lis ter ia 

i n its p roduct s . T h e company was cr i t i c ized fo r the 

rate at w h i c h i t responded to the issues. B u t the 

Texas-based b r a n d m a i n t a i n s a sol id f o l l o w i n g , 

rather t h a n fac ing a boycot t . 

T h e n there's U n i t e d A i r l i n e s , w h i c h d i d face a 

boycot t by an outraged publ ic last A p r i l w h e n video 

showed a passenger being dragged of f an a i rp lane . 

" H a s t h a t had a la s t ing effect? Abso lute ly n o t , " 

G o l d b e r g says. " W h y ? Because people, skeptics 

and cynics , anybody w h o flies an a i r l ine , i t doesn't 

mat te r w h o , they a l l hate every a i r l ine . U n i t e d t o o k 

a h i t for a l i t t l e w h i l e , bu t consumers don ' t have a 

lot o f choices i n t h a t regard . U n i t e d A i r l i n e s is a 

p re t ty good example of real ly bad behavior , and a 

real ly bad response, t h a t h a d some i n i t i a l impac t , 

bu t d i d n ' t last ." 

T h e level of i m p a c t , he says, is s i tua t iona l . " I f 

y o u t h i n k about an X axis and Y axis of responses, 

some are e m o t i o n a l and some are about expediency. 

I f y o u l o o k at the p o l i t i c a l c l imate , that 's w a y t o o 

compl ica ted t o even t r y t o ra t iona l i ze . I f y o u l o o k at 

U n i t e d A i r l i n e s , that 's about expediency , because 

those choices are qu i te n a r r o w . " 

Those "choices , " however , can change over 

t i m e . U b e r , f o r example , came u n d e r f i re at the 

s tar t o f 2 0 1 7 fo r sending dr ivers t o a N e w Y o r k 

a i r p o r t d u r i n g a t a x i - d r i v e r s t r ike . T h e s tr ike was 

i n protes t o f the T r u m p a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ' s t r ave l 

ban fo r na t iona l s o f p a r t i c u l a r m a j o r i t y - M u s l i m 

countr ie s , and m a n y consumers were n o t pleased. 

" W i t h U b e r , t w o years ago, w h e n i t was r e a l l y 

h o t a n d e m e r g e n t , m a y b e consumers d i d n ' t 

t h i n k t h e y h a d a c h o i c e , " G o l d b e r g says. " T o d a y 

t h e y have a l o t o f choices , a n d c a n vote those 
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• OPERAT IONS 

WE WILL 
BE HEARD 

All other things 
being equal, 

brands wanting 
to survive a 

temperamental 
public today 
must offer 
something 

unique. 

choices qui te easily. I m p a c t f l o w s a r o u n d those 

axes and sets o f cons iderat ions , w h e t h e r there 

are choices o r n o t , and w h e t h e r people can make 

those decis ions ." 

K a h n notes h o w L y f t seized the m o m e n t of 

Uber's d o w n f a l l w i t h pr ice p r o m o t i o n s and other 

tact ics . " T h e y aggressively t o o k t h a t o p p o r t u n i t y 

and I t h i n k people responded t o t h a t , " she says. 

" Y o u m i g h t feel one t h i n g about a company , bu t 

i f there's n o a l t e rna t ive , it 's harder t o re spond . 

I f a c o m p e t i t o r comes i n and offers a reasonable 

a l ternat ive w i t h the r i g h t p o l i t i c a l values and it's 

easier t o do i t , w h y n o t ? " 

POSITIONING AROUND PURPOSE 
U b e r and L y f t b r i n g up the challenge o f ease 

and convenience versus b u y i n g elsewhere f o r a 

d i f ferent experience. A l l o ther th ings be ing equa l , 

brands w a n t i n g t o survive a t e m p e r a m e n t a l pub l i c 

today m u s t offer s o m e t h i n g u n i q u e . I t m a y be 

f o u n d i n a c lear ly de f ined purpose , s o m e t h i n g 

t h a t helps consumers offer the benef i t of the d o u b t 

even w h e n t roubles come. 

" W h e n y o u choose to p o s i t i o n y o u r b r a n d 

a r o u n d a purpose , it 's i n t r i n s i c a l l y about w h o y o u 

are , " says M i t c h D u c k l e r , m a n a g i n g p a r t n e r at 

b r a n d strategy c o n s u l t i n g f i r m Ful lSurge . " A n d i f 

y o u chose t h a t p a t h , y o u need t o r e m a i n t r u e t o 

i t . There are pros a n d cons t o purpose b r a n d i n g . 

Y o u r purpose is n o t g o i n g t o appeal t o everyone 

and y o u m a y very w e l l al ienate someone w h o 

cannot relate to — o r even objects t o — y o u r 

purpose . Y o u have t o be w i l l i n g t o accept t h a t . 

" B u t i n rea l i ty , it 's n o t t h a t d i f fe rent w i t h 

t r a d i t i o n a l b r a n d i n g . Even w h e n y o u r p o s i t i o n i n g 

is m o r e e x t e r n a l l y based, y o u i d e n t i f y a target 

segment and a p o s i t i o n i n g t h a t appeals t o i t . 

I n d o i n g so, you're p r o b a b l y a l i ena t ing another 

segment — or at the very least, n o t appea l ing 

to i t . A t the end o f the day, b r a n d i n g (whether 

purpose-based or m o r e t r a d i t i o n a l ) requires y o u t o 

m a k e tradeoffs a n d t o n o t t r y t o be e v e r y t h i n g to 

everyone. " 

I n terms o f w e a t h e r i n g the s torms , D u c k l e r 

believes the es tabl i shment o f a s t rong b r a n d is 

a k i n to " m a k i n g a deposit i n a b a n k account . Y o u 

have pos i t ive e q u i t y t h a t can help get y o u t h r o u g h 

d i f f i c u l t t i m e s . " O n e o f the reasons BP surv ived 

the 2010 Deepwater H o r i z o n o i l sp i l l and is s t i l l 

a r o u n d today , he says, "is because i t h a d b u i l t up 

so m u c h g o o d w i l l w i t h its b r a n d over the years, 

especially a r o u n d its concern over c l imate change. " 

Soc ia l m e d i a a n d the i n t e r n e t m a y a l l o w bad 

news t o spread m o r e q u i c k l y , bu t t h e y also m a k e 

i t easier t h a n ever before t o develop pos i t ive 

re l a t ionsh ips w i t h consumers , r a t h e r t h a n just 

t r a n s a c t i o n s . I n some cases, t h a t means be ing 

w i l l i n g t o step o u t and m a k e statements — even 

i f they w o n ' t be accepted by a l l consumers . 

K a h n believes businesses are be ing asked t o be 

c o r p o r a t e c i t izens o f the w o r l d i n ways they 

p r e v i o u s l y haven ' t . 
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" T h a t be ing says, i t makes good business 

sense t o stay away f r o m things t h a t are 

p o l a r i z i n g , " she says. " Y o u have t o be 

business-first. Y o u can say the r i g h t th ings , 

and I t h i n k people are expect ing CEOS to 

be aware o f t h a t and no t have the i r heads i n 

the sand." 

G o l d b e r g adds that m a n y companies 

have al igned themselves w i t h g o o d causes, 

and are able t o connect w i t h customers 

and consumers o n those levels. " T h e y 

recognize t h a t consumers feel good or l ike 

it w h e n the company they've pa t ron ized is 

d o i n g something r i g h t or someth ing g o o d , " 

he says. "That ' s a real t h i n g . " H e r e , he 

ment ions Tom's of M a i n e , w h i c h has b u i l t 

l oya l ty t h r o u g h transparency and use o f 

n a t u r a l l y sourced ingredients . 

" I ' m w a i t i n g t o see w h a t happens 

i n movie s , w i t h those t h a t have 

H a r v e y Weinstein 's n a m e o n t h e m , " 

he says, r e f e r r i n g t o the disgraced 

f i l m p roducer accused o f sexual 

m i s c o n d u c t by a large n u m b e r o f 

w o m e n . 

" M o s t consumers aren't so aware 

of t h a t . They ' re aware o f the star, 

and n o t the producer so m u c h , but 

w h e n the star fal ls o u t o f grace, o r 

somebody has done s o m e t h i n g , that 's 

w h e n w e rea l ly have o u r radar detectors 

u p . Does t h a t cause consumers t o say, 

' I ' m n o t g o i n g t o spend m y m o n e y and 

pa t ron ize those movies? ' 

I don ' t k n o w . B u t the same w i l l be t r u e 

of companie s . " STORES 

Fiona Soltes, a freelancer based near Nashville, 

Tenn., loves a good bargain almost as much as 

she loves a good story. 

INFLUENCING BEHAVIOR 
YouGov ' s recent r e p o r t , " T a k i n g a 

Stand: Brands , Social G o o d & C o n s u m e r 

E x p e c t a t i o n s , " p o i n t s o u t a difference 

be tween M i l l e n n i a l s and Baby Boomers 

w h e n it comes t o companies t a k i n g a 

s tand o n social issues; h a l f o f M i l l e n n i a l s 

approve o f t a k i n g a p u b l i c stance, but o n l y 

27 percent o f those aged 55 and older do . 

M i l l e n n i a l s i n p a r t i c u l a r believe concern 

for the e n v i r o n m e n t is g o o d f o r business. 

As M i l l e n n i a l s c o n t i n u e t o g r o w i n 

in f luence , the landscape of boycot t s and 

t h e i r i m p a c t o n purchas ing behavior m a y 

sh i f t . For n o w , however , i t appears t h a t 

even after a b o y c o t t , m a n y consumers w i l l 

r e t u r n . I f they d o n ' t , it 's s t i l l n o t so easy t o 

p i n p o i n t the reasons w h y . 

" T h e r e are some th ings t h a t are h a r d t o 

recover f r o m , and it's d i f f i c u l t t o test t h a t 

hypothes i s , because there are so m a n y 

th ings g o i n g o n i n the m a r k e t p l a c e , " K a h n 

says. " I t ' s h a r d t o say they d i d n ' t come back 

because o f t h a t , o r because i t was just easier 

to shop o n l i n e w i t h A m a z o n . W h e n y o u 

t h i n k o f an o r d e a l a n d A m a z o n just seems 

easier, it 's k i n d o f a n o - b r a i n e r t o go there . 

Retai lers t r y t o give y o u a reason to buy 

f r o m t h e m ra ther t h a n o n A m a z o n , w h e t h e r 

it's b r a n d i d e n t i t y , o r b u i l d i n g a customer 

experience i n stores, o r i m p r o v i n g q u a l i t y 

o f l i f e . H o w a l l o f t h a t intersects w h e n 

there's a b o y c o t t is just so c o m p l i c a t e d . " 

G o l d b e r g does believe t h a t consumers 

m i g h t be in f luenced t o behave d i f f e r e n t l y i n 

the l o n g t e r m . 
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