
Corporate activism and the Black Lives Matter movement: 
Examining customer responses within a social identity 

context

ABSTRACT
This study examines the impact 
of antecedent variables on 
customer reactions to corporate 
activism. We utilize social identity 
theory to examine moderating 
effects of in-group favoritism on 
customers’ responses to 
corporate activism. The Black 
Lives Matters (BLM) movement is 
used to test our proposed model 
and hypotheses. We compare 
how Black and White customers 
responded to a vignette involving 
a fast-food restaurant supporting 
the BLM movement. Data was 
collected using a national 
consumer panel from a marketing 
research company. Hierarchical 
regression was used to examine 
the results. Our findings suggest 
that age, education level, political 
identity, and racial identity impact 
how respondents viewed this 
announcement. We found that in-
group favoritism moderates the 
impact that racial identity has on 
changes in attitude towards the 
company.
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The rise of corporate activism
1. Corporations are struggling to remain on the sidelines in an increasingly 

polarized society. They are being drawn into the nation’s political 
discourse by their (lack of) positions on controversial social issues. 

2. Corporate activism (CA) is a “company’s willingness to take a stand on 
social, political, economic, and environmental issues to create societal 
change by influencing the attitudes and behaviors of actors in its 
institutional environment” (Eilert & Nappier Cherup, 2020, page 464) 

3. Unlike corporate social responsibility (CSR), CA often involves taking a 
public stand on controversial social issues and can result in both positive 
and negative criticism from internal and external stakeholders, 
depending on their opinion about the issue at hand (Eilert & Nappier
Cherup, 2020). 

Social movements
1. A social movement is defined as a network of “informal interactions 

between a plurality of individuals, groups and/or organizations, engaged 
in political or cultural conflicts, on the basis of shared collective identities” 
(Diani, 1992). 

2. “Organizational structures and strategies that may empower oppressed 
populations to mount effective challenges and resist the more powerful 
and advantaged elites” (Deric, 2011, p. 150).

3. It must  be “organized, uninstitutionalized, large in scope, promotes or 
opposes changes in societal norms and values, encounters opposition in 
moral struggle, and relies primarily on persuasion to bring about or resist 
change” (Stewart, Smith, & Denton, 2012, p. 23).

The message on the NIKE video reads: ‘for 
once, don’t do it. don’t pretend there’s not a 
problem in america. don’t turn your back on 
racism. don’t accept innocent lives being 
taken from us. don’t make any more excuses. 
don’t think this doesn’t affect you. don’t sit 
back and be silent. don’t think you can’t be 
part of the change. let’s all be part of the 
change.’

Social identity theory (SIT)
1. Social identity theory (SIT) proposes that an individual’s self-

identity is bolstered and protected by identifying with an in-group 
and developing positive biases relative to out-groups (Tajfel, 1974; 
Turner, Brown, & Tajfel, 1979). 

2. This social-psychological framework proposes that individuals 
categorize themselves and others into groups based on salient 
social information, including age, gender, race, and political 
orientation (Bruner, 1957). 

3. In order to maintain and improve self-esteem, individuals tend to 
favorably compare the in-group to out-groups, resulting in in-group 
favoritism (also known as in-group bias) (Brewer, 1979). 

Literature review
1. SIT & consumer behavior

2.       SIT & sociopolitical issues

a. National identity and consumer ethnocentrism (Zeugner-
Roth, Žabkar, & Diamantopoulos, 2015) 

b. Brand communities (Heere et al., 2011) 
c. Brand switching behavior (Lam, Ahearne, Hu, & 

Schillewaert, 2010) 
d. Oppositional brand loyalty (Kuo & Hou, 2017) 
e. Use of ethnic models in advertising  (Sierra, Hyman, & 

Torres, 2009) 

a. Political partisanship (Greene, 1999; Huddy, 2001) 
b. Environmental issues (Fielding & Hornsey, 2016; 

Mccright & Dunlap, 2011)
c. Social movements (Sternisko, Cichocka & Van Bavel, 

2020)
d. Opinion about immigration (Mangum & Block, 2018)
e. Vaccine hesitancy (Attwell & Smith, 2017)
f. Black Lives Matter movement (Harlow & Benbrook, 

2019) 

Hypotheses
H1: Black customers will have a more positive change in attitude 
towards a company that supports the BLM movement when 
compared to White customers.

H2a: As in-group favoritism increases, Black customers will have a 
more positive change in attitude towards the company that supports 
the BLM movement when compared to White customers.

H2b: As in-group favoritism decreases, there will be no difference 
between Black customers and White customers in the change in 
attitude towards the company that supports the BLM movement.

Table 3: Hierarchical linear regression results for predictors of change in attitudes towards corporate support for the BLM movement.

Method
• Descriptive cross-sectional study that drew from a convenience 

sample of adults aged 18 and over in the United States in January 
2019. The data was collected from consumer panels from Survey 
Sampling International (SSI), a survey research firm.

• Participants were asked to provide demographic information, 
including age, sex, race, income, and education level. Respondents 
were also asked about their political affiliation. In-group favoritism 
was measured using a single item  (I prefer to associate with people 
of my own race), measured on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging 
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). 

• Hypothetical Scenario: All participants were asked to select a 
fast-food restaurant where they like to eat. “The fast-food 
restaurant you chose has announced its support for Black 
Lives Matter. Black Lives Matter is an activist movement that 
protests against violence and systematic racism towards black 
people.” 

• They were asked the degree to which this announcement would 
change their attitude towards the restaurant on the following five-
point scale: Much better (+2), Somewhat better (+1), About the 
same (0), Somewhat Worse (-1), Much worse (-2).

Results

Since in-group favoritism is a continuous moderating variable, a hierarchical regression is preferable over an analysis of variance to test 
the moderating effect (Frazier, Tix, & Barron, 2004).

• Our results suggest that Black customers tend to have a more positive change in attitude towards the restaurant when 
compared to White customers, when controlling for other demographic variables. Our findings suggest that there is also 
greater support for corporate activism relating to the BLM movement among the younger generation, among those who have 
attained a higher level of formal education, and those who identify as Democrats. 

• Our proposed model suggests that in-group favoritism will moderate the impact of social identity on changes in attitude 
towards corporate activism. Within the context of this study, we examined in-group favoritism based on racial identity. Our 
findings suggest that in-group favoritism will amplify the relationship between racial identity and changes in attitude towards the 
restaurant among Black customers. 

• At the same time, we found that in-group favoritism had no moderating effect among White respondents regarding changes in 
attitude towards the restaurant. Our results suggest that companies cannot simply assume that all Black customers will react 
positively to corporate activism in support of the BLM movement. Simply identifying oneself as being Black does not 
necessarily mean that the consumer will exhibit a bias towards the in-group. 
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