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Abstract

Brands increasingly take a stand on controversial social issues. Is it worth the risk to polarize
consumers? To investigate this issue, this thesis conducts 2 studies, a five factor between-subject
experiment followed by a social media field study. These studies are undertaken to understand
what is the underlying process that explains consumers’ responses to social causes in general and
to controversial social cause (CSC) advertising in particular. In addition, the studies provide insight
into the effectiveness of controversial and non-controversial social cause (non-CSC) advertising,
in terms of consumers’ responses, i.€., processing, attitudes, intensions and behaviors. I propose,
test and find support for a conceptual framework in which moral emotions mediate consumers’
responses and the importance of a social cause moderates them. Moreover, CSC ads elicit
divergent moral emotions: positive for cause supporters and negative for cause opposers. This
investigation also identifies a duality of moral emotions associated with non-CSC ads. The results
suggest that managers can use social cause ads (CSC and non-CSC) to boost ad attitudes, positive
WOM and buycott behavior. However, only CSC advertising increases social media reach and
engagement. Further, while reactions (emojis) and shares are predominantly positive, comments
are predominantly negative. Negative comments can take two forms, depending on the cause and
brand positioning they can be “against the cause” or displeased with the brand for “not doing
enough” capturing consumers’ expectations. Overall, the results suggest that CSC opposers may
not pose as great a threat to brands as is feared, because boycott intentions are lower than buycott
intentions, and negative intentions do not always translate to actual behavior. Contrary to
negativity bias, boycott is never greater than buycott, and under some circumstances buycott is
greater than boycott behavior. Finally, the thesis uncovers and discusses a number of other

theoretical and managerial implications

Introduction

There is fierce competition between multitudes of brands in the very crowded promotional
environment that populates traditional media (TV, radio, magazines, and newspapers), internet and
social media. For this reason, companies resort to a variety of strategies and tactics to attain
consumers’ attention, engagement, and purchase intentions. Some brands use humor, some brands
use celebrities, some brands use controversial or provocative advertising executions defined as
“provocative images, words or situations that utilize or refer to taboo subjects (e.g. violence,

sex/erotica, death, indecent/vulgar body parts or functions and political/ racial issues) or that

7



violate societal norms or values” (Huhmann & Mott-Stenerson, 2008, p. 294). These types of
advertising are deliberately designed to shock, scandalize and/or surprise the audience (Pope etal.,

2004) such as Calvin Klein’s ads that are famous for being sexually provocative®.

Controversial advertising executions (CAE) could positively impact advertisement processing and
brand information acquisition (Dahl et al., 2003; Dens et al., 2008; Huhmann & Mott-Stenerson,
2008; Manchanda et al., 2002; Vézina & Paul, 1997). There also seems to be a positive effect of
provocation in advertising on brand awareness and knowledge, and the amount of non—commercial
publicity generated possibly plays a determinant part in that phenomenon (Vézina & Paul, 1997).
It has been argued that the free publicity obtained by a controversial campaign can add substantial
leverage to the cost-effectiveness of the advertising budget. However; at the same time the negative
social pressure, mainly due to leakage beyond the target market, can pose a small but significant

risk of collateral damage to the campaign and brand (Crosier et al., 1999).

Following a different strategy, many companies are increasingly emphasizing social dimensions
and promoting social causes as a means to differentiate themselves and their products (Becker-
Olsen & Hill, 2006; Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004; Brgnn & Vrioni, 2001; Drumwright, 1996; Gupta
& Pirsch, 2006; Hoeffler & Keller, 2002; Nan & Heo, 2007; Sen & Bhattacharya, 2001; N. C.
Smith, 2003; Webb & Mohr, 1998). For example, AVON 39 Walk to End Breast Cancer, is an
annual two-day, 39.3-mile trek in seven cities across the United States to raise funds for research,
awareness, and education, while helping families of people diagnosed with breast cancer. Since
2003, AVON 39 Walks have raised nearly $590 million through the dedication of 220,000
participating women and men?. As another example, TARGET takes pride in sponsoring wellness
and education programs, arts and cultural institutions, to support families recovering from a

disaster and to practice sustainability throughout their business®.

L Evans, J. (2016, July 7). The NSFW History of Calvin Klein's Provocative Ads. Esquire. Retrieve from

http://www.esquire.com/style/news/g2841/nsfw-history-calvin-klein-advertising/

2 Retrieved from http://www.avon39.org/about/

3 Retrieved from https://corporate.target.com/corporate-responsibility/community-impact


http://www.avon39.org/about/

Based on Drumwright and Murphy (2001), | define social cause marketing as a brand or company
marketing initiative that has at least one non-economic objective related to social welfare.
Researchers study these activities from a variety of different perspectives such as corporate social
responsibility (CSR), corporate societal marketing (CSM), and cause-related marketing (CRM).
This has resulted in a somewhat fragmented picture in the literature (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012,
2013; Maignan & Ferrell, 2004) in which findings are equivocal regarding the impact of these
activities on brands and companies. Margolis, Elfenbein, and Walsh (2009) conducted a meta-
analysis of over 200 studies that investigated the link between CSR and companies’ financial
performance providing some clarity to the mixed results found in the literature. They find that

there is a small positive, significant effect of CSR on financial performance.

This “morality” strategy of emphasizing social dimensions and promoting social causes only pays
off if there are consumers who value it. According to Vitell (2015), for CSR to thrive, it needs to
be accompanied by consumer social responsibility (CnSR). The definition | will use of CnSR and
adjoining concepts such as ‘‘ethical’’, “moral” and ‘“political’’ consumerism is ‘‘the application
of instrumental, relational and moral logics by individual, group, corporate and institutional agents
seeking to influence a broad range of consumer-oriented responsibilities’’(Caruana & Chatzidakis,
2014, p. 578). This basically describes the phenomenon of consumers’ choices in favor of

environmental and social causes.

More recently, some brands have combined both strategies, advocating social causes that are
controversial. A controversial social cause (CSC) is a contemporary social issue that, unlike a non-
controversial social cause (non-CSC), is divisive and may polarize consumers’ positions,
generating many pro and against discussions about the cause itself and the brand taking a stand on
it. Controversial advertising campaigns can at the same time positively affect an issue advocated
by one stakeholder community and negatively affect it for an antagonist one (Maignan & Ferrell,
2004). In other words, when a brand expresses a posture on a CSC it will most likely produce a
bivalent response, engendering support from consumers who agree with the brand’s position on
the issue and opposition from those who disagree with it. For example, Frito-Lays’ brand Doritos

partnered with the It Gets Better Project which aims to support leshian, gay, bisexual and



transgender (LGBT) teens, to create Doritos’ Rainbow chips, a limited edition of the product with
chips in the different colors of the rainbow pride flag, resulting in people expressing either outrage
or support in social media®. As another illustration, one of the pieces of the “Commit to Something”
controversial Equinox Luxury Gym’s campaign takes a stance on the topic of breastfeeding in
public generating much support and much criticism®. Another example is Budweiser’s 2017 Super
Bowl ad which portrays its founder’s struggle as an immigrant in the U.S., where he is told he is
“not wanted here.” This advertisement debuted after President Donald Trump issued an executive
order banning immigrants from seven Muslim-majority countries and was interpreted as a
statement against the President’s immigration stance, drawing a lot of attention, with some hailing

the pro-immigrant storyline and others decrying it®.

This is important because with today’s informed, connected and active consumer (Prahalad &
Ramaswamy, 2004) where internet-based social media has made it possible for people to
communicate with hundreds of other people about products (Mangold & Faulds, 2009) the
controversy generated by a CSC campaign may translate into increased word of mouth (WOM).
This discussion in social media could lead to polarized positions amongst brand consumers’,

generating different degrees of support or opposition from distinct consumer segments.

What makes a social cause controversial? As times change, old taboos fade and what was
unthinkable or unmentionable becomes commonplace, “birth control, radical evolutionary
theories, pornography, and exchange rate adjustments have nothing in common except that in

various places and at various times they are or have been unmentionable subjects. In fact, such

4 Garcia, A. (2015, September 18). Doritos unveils rainbow chips to support LGBT community. CNN Money.
Retrieved from http://money.cnn.com/2015/09/17/news/doritos-rainbow-chips-lgbt/ and Conick, H. (2015,

September 22). Social justice or social media? How will Doritos Rainbow campaign affect the company? Retrieved

from http://lwww.bakeryandsnacks.com/Manufacturers/How-will-Doritos-Rainbow-campaign-affect-the-company
> Hughes, C. (2016, January 28). A Response to Equinox's Latest Ad Campaign: Your Brand Should Stand for

Something. Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/sites/onmarketing/2016/01/28/a-response-to-equinoxs-latest-ad-

campaign-your-brand-should-stand-for-something/#7e805bca5f13
6 Gajanan, M. (2017, February 5). People Want to Boycott Budweiser Over Its Super Bowl Immigration Ad.

Fortune. Retrieved from http://fortune.com/2017/02/05/budweiser-super-bowl-commercial-immigration-boycott/
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unmentionably unites them with a host of other products, services, and ideas” (Wilson & West,
1981, p. 92). “Unmentionables are products, services, or concepts that for reasons of delicacy,
decency, morality, or even fear tend to elicit reactions of distaste, disgust, offense, or outrage when
mentioned or when openly presented” (Wilson & West, 1981, p. 92). Based on this definition |
define controversial social cause marketing (CSC) as a brand or company marketing initiative that
has at least one non-economic objective related to social welfare that to a group of people for
reasons of decency, morality, or even fear tend to elicit reactions of distaste, disgust, offense, or
outrage to a group of people when openly presented, while at the same time they are openly
supported and defended by another group of people. CSC advertising is when a company or brand
advocates a controversial social cause by taking a stand on a polarizing social issue in an ad or
promotion in a specific market. Different cultures may have their own set of unmentionable or
controversial products and ideas that are different from other cultures (Chan et al., 2007) and they
will evolve over time. In other words, what is a CSC in one country may not be controversial in
another, what is a CSC today may not be controversial tomorrow. For the purposes of this study,
it is unimportant what is controversial right now since it will change, but the fact that it generates

controversy in a specific place and moment.

A CSC campaign can be intentionally or non-intentionally controversial. Unless we have access
to the management decision process that generated a specific campaign we can only speculate
intentions, and | will assume a CSC campaign is intentional when an organization maintains its
position on an issue despite the polarization it generates (e.g. Adidas defending their pro LGTB
Valentine’s Day Instagram post’ or Procter & Gamble defending “The Talk” campaign that

“celebrates the diverse beauty of Black women, Black community, and culture”®) and non-

7 Walano, R. (2016, February 15). Adidas Shuts Down Homophobic Haters on Valentine’s Day. US Weekly.

Retrieved from http://www.usmagazine.com/celebrity-news/news/adidas-shuts-down-homophobic-haters-on-

valentines-day-w164372
8 Morgan, D. (2017, August 3). Procter & Gamble's new ad "The Talk" tackles more than selling soap. Retrieved

from https://www.cbsnews.com/news/the-talk-ad-procter-and-gamble-commercial-racial-stereotypes-stirs-debate/
and http://us.pg.com/who-we-are/leadership-letters/the-talk retrieved on August 28, 2017
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intentional when a company retracts it (e.g. Pepsi Pulls Ad Accused of Trivializing Black Lives

Matter®) and even apologizes to its consmers qualifying it as a mistake.

While we see an increase of CSC campaigns in the marketplace, by the time of this thesis proposal
there was no empirical research on the effects and consequences that a CSC campaign and the
polarization it may generate has on brands and consumers. However, this seems to have become a
hot topic and there are some new articles on the subject that will be included in the literature
review. This thesis will study this phenomenon bringing together separate insights from CSR,
CnSR, and Controversial Advertising literatures and contribute to the incipient literature on
Corporate Sociopolitical Activism where controversial social causes advertising fit. Bhagwat et al.
(2020) defined “corporate sociopolitical activism” (CSA) as a firm’s public demonstration
(statements and/or actions) of support for or opposition to one side of a partisan sociopolitical
issue. They differentiate CSA from Corporate Political Activity (CPA). CPA involves efforts by
the firm to sway political processes including campaign contributions, lobbying, and donations to
political action committees, intended to further a specific goal with direct financial payoffs and it
is performed quietly, while CSA implicates publicized support to a social cause. Other authors
have called this subject Corporate Activism (Eilert & Nappier Cherup, 2020), Corporate Political
Advocacy (Hydock et al., 2019) and Corporate Social Advocacy (Park & Jiang, 2020). Both
Corporate sociopolitical activism and CSR fit into Brand Activism (Bhagwat et al., 2020; Hydock
et al., 2019). According to Kotler & Sarkar (2017, pg. 3) “Brand activism emerges as a values-
driven agenda for companies that care about the future of society and the planet’s health. The
underlying force for progress is a sense of justice and fairness for all”. It includes non-controversial
societal and community issues such as education, school funding, etc. and also controversial social
issues such as equality — gender, LGBT, race, age, etc. Therefore, I will call Brand Activism when
a brand engages in social cause advertising, whether it is a controversial or non-controversial social
cause. CSC may be presumed to have the intent of improving the competitive position of firms or
enhancing their reputation, but these “sociopolitical issues” are divisive, emotionally charged, and

institutionally contested social issues.

9 Victor, D. (2017, April 5). Pepsi Pulls Ad Accused of Trivializing Black Lives Matter. The New York Times.

Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/05/business/kendall-jenner-pepsi-ad.html?_r=0
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This thesis on CSC is differentiated from corporate social responsibility and cause-related
marketing literature in that until very recently previous research has not considered the controversy
factor of a social cause and the effect that such controversy may have on brands and consumers.
Through the study of the consequences of the polarizing stands taken by brands advocating a CSC
this thesis will contribute to the discussion of CSR and cause-related marketing by researching the

underexplored controversy dimension on these types of marketing activities.

The study of CSC is differentiated from controversial advertising research in that the provocative
appeal selected by a brand to generate controversy is to take a stand on a controversial social issue,
a controversy generated by a social welfare dimension and not the types of shock appeals used in
previous research for controversial advertising executions: disgusting images, sexual references,
profanity/obscenity, vulgarity and impropriety. It is also different from the literature on the
advertising of controversial products in that in a CSC campaign the product is not controversial
per se, but by advocating a CSC a brand is intentionally adding a controversial social dimension
to an otherwise non-controversial product. By studying the controversy generated by taking a stand
on a polarizing social cause in an advertisement, this thesis will enrich the literature on

controversial advertising by opening the cause-related marketing dimension of the discussion.

Given a growing trend in the use of CSC by firms, researching this subject will also be useful to
management by helping them better assess the risks and opportunities of this promotional strategy
and to develop plans to administer these kinds of campaigns. By answering managerial questions
such as: what is more effective, CSC or non-CSC, in terms of consumers’ responses? Is CSC good
or bad for ad and brand attitude, word of mouth, social media engagement? This thesis will also
improve managerial understanding of the potential outcomes of these marketing activities, helping

to determine if, when and how to best use this type of polarizing campaign.

The thesis consists of two studies. Study 1 is an experiment using equally likable brands to
establish the effect of a brand social cause ad on elaborative processing, ad and brand attitude,
WOM, buycott intentions (increased purchase intention and brand choice), boycott intentions

(increased purchase avoidance intention and decreased brand choice). These measures correspond
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to managerial questions and are used in different studies to assess the impact of CSR and CnhSR
(e.g. Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004; Bigne-Alcaniz, Curras-Perez, Ruiz-Mafe, & Sanz-Blas, 2012;
Brenn & Vrioni, 2001; Carrigan & Attala, 2001; Chatzidakis, Hibbert, & Smith, 2007; Copeland,
2014; Du, Bhattacharya, & Sen, 2007a, 2007b, 2010; Hartmann, 1bafez, Javier, & Sainz, n.d.; Lii
& Lee, 2012; Menon & Kahn, 2003; Mohr & Webb, 2005; Nan & Heo, 2007; Paek & Nelson,
2009; Paharia, Vohs, & Deshpand¢, 2013; Sandikc1 & Ekici, 2009; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006;
Webb, Mohr, & Harris, 2008; Xie, Bagozzi, & Grgnhaug, 2015) and/or Controversial advertising
(e.g. Dahl et al., 2003; Dens et al., 2008; Emery, Szczypka, Abril, Kim, & Vera, 2014; Huhmann
& Mott-Stenerson, 2008; Manchanda et al., 2002; Saad, Ibrahim, Naja, & Hakam, 2015; Vézina
& Paul, 1997).

Study 2 is a social media field study. | analyze controversial and non-controversial cause
campaigns, using manual processing and social media monitoring software to examine consumers’
interactions with real brands, advertised in authentic campaigns. | examine the effect of campaigns
on important social media metrics such as consumer engagement (measured as likes, favorable
comments, unfavorable comments and shares), WOM or viralization (reach) and brand sentiment
(e.g. Barger & Labrecque, 2013; Berger & Milkman, 2012; Berger & Schwartz, 2011,
Chamlertwat & Bhattarakosol, 2012; Cho, Schweickart, & Haase, 2014; Ghiassi, Skinner, &
Zimbra, 2013; Hollebeek, Glynn, & Brodie, 2014; Jiang, Luo, & Kulemeka, 2016; Kozinets, de
Valck, Wojnicki, & Wilner, 2010; Lee & Kim, 2015; Mangold & Faulds, 2009; Murdough, 2009;
T. Smith, Coyle, Lightfoot, & Scott, 2007).

This thesis is organized as follows. First, there is a general literature review of the relevant CSR
and its more specific aspects such as Corporate Social Marketing and Cause-related Marketing
literatures, followed by literature reviews of Consumer Social Responsibility, and on Controversial
advertising and the emerging literature on Corporate Sociopolitical Activism or CSC. After the
review of the background literature, there is a description of the theoretical framework and
hypotheses development. This is followed by Study 1 and Study 2 description of methodologies
and results. This thesis finishes with a discussion section of the theoretical and managerial

implications, limitations and suggested further research.
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Background Literature: Fit with the Broader Context

The objective of this section is to establish the framework and definitions that will be used, to
identify the gap in the literature regarding the research of brands advocating controversial social
causes, to justify how CSC fit in those literatures and, to explain how by nurturing from
disconnected streams of research this thesis will build a link between previously separated
literature. Drawing from the literature and findings of this section will be used for conceptual and

hypothesis development.

Corporate Social Responsibility, Corporate Social Marketing, and Cause-related
Marketing

Social causes embraced by brands and companies, controversial or not, can be considered amongst
corporate social responsibility (CSR) defined as “a company's commitment to minimizing or
eliminating any harmful effects and maximizing its long-run beneficial impact on society” (Mohr
et al., 2001, p. 47). While some firms may have compelling business cases to commit to CSR
efforts and it is widely accepted that CSR is related to the societal obligations of business, there is
no consensus about what these obligations are or their scope (Smith, 2003); but certainly no
company has any obligation to advocate CSC when they could choose to advocate a non-

controversial one.

One of the motivations for a brand to choose a CSC may be that low awareness about companies’
CSR doings is a critical obstacle in firms’ efforts to maximize business benefits from their CSR
(Boulstridge & Carrigan, 2000; Du et al., 2010). In their analysis of what Forbes Magazine’s top
50 U.S. and top 50 multinational firms were communicating about their commitment to socially
responsible behaviors, Snider, Hill and Martin (2003) find that most companies act very similarly
in their dissemination of CSR messages, aiming to a wide range of stakeholders and including a
listing of core values statements that are often interchangeable except for the company name and
the product category. This lack of differentiation between companies plays against obtaining
market results from CSR efforts. However, global brands CSR initiatives that manage to combine
visibility to consumers and credibility to the community have a stronger effect on metrics such as

brand equity than CSR initiatives to suppliers, investors, and employees (Torres et al., 2012)
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suggesting that consumers and communities are in fact the key stakeholders for CRS initiatives

and, therefore, marketing a crucial aspect of it.

There is no clear definition of what social responsibility is in marketing, but it encompass an
assorted series of matters such as consumerism, environmentalism, regulation, political and social
marketing (Carrigan & Attala, 2001) so there is a wide range of social causes that an organization
can embrace. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) refers to “company actions that advance social
good beyond that which is required by law” (Kang, Germann, and Grewal 2016, p. 59). A way that
social cause marketing is approached in the literature is as corporate societal marketing (CSM),
defined as “marketing initiatives that have at least one non-economic objective related to social
welfare and use the resources of the company and/or one of its partners” (Drumwright & Murphy,
2001, p. 164). According to these authors, CSM can take many and varied forms like traditional
philanthropy, strategic philanthropy, sponsorships, advertising with a social dimension, cause-
related marketing, licensing agreements, social alliances, traditional volunteerism, strategic
volunteerism, and enterprises. CSM can improve consumer brand metrics such as brand awareness,
brand image, brand credibility and brand engagement (Hoeffler & Keller, 2002). Since it fits into
this description, CSC is definitively a CSR and a CSM activity.

The most researched area of social causes initiatives in marketing literature is cause-related
marketing (CRM), defined as “the process of formulating and implementing marketing activities
that are characterized by an offer from the firm to contribute a specified amount to a designated
cause when consumers engage in revenue-providing exchanges that satisfy organizational and
individual objectives” (Varadarajan & Menon, 1988, p. 60). Although this definition restricts the
concept to those fund-raising instances when there is a charitable donation conditional on
consumers’ purchases, most authors define CRM as corporate philanthropy formulated around
marketing objectives such us increasing product sales or improving corporate identity (File &
Prince, 1998). As said by Varadarajan & Menon (1988) seminal article, CRM is a versatile
instrument that can be used in a wide range of corporate and marketing objectives, such as
increasing brand awareness and recognition; enhancing the brand and corporate image; thwarting
negative pu