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Abstract

Traditionally, it has been argued that companies should maintain a neutral stance on issues of a social or political nature,
especially controversial ones. However, in recent years, corporations have begun to adopt clear positions on sensitive
and polarizing social and political issues. This new phenomenon, called corporate activism, is beginning to gain promi-
nence in corporate strategies, which now extend beyond business objectives and sometimes may go against the beliefs
held by many customers. To date, studies aimed at identifying whether these types of actions benefit or harm compa-
nies are scarce, and none of them have focused on consumer perceptions. Adopting the latter approach, this work iden-
tifies the antecedents and effects of corporate activism, and the influence that political ideology can have as a variable
moderating these effects. Analysis of a sample of 1,521 individuals representative of the Spanish population using a
structural equation model yielded the following results: (i) institutional and corporate credibility and authenticity act as
antecedents of corporate activism, (ii) when credibility in institutions diminishes, consumers perceive that corporations
should be more involved in social and political affairs, even when controversial or polarizing, (iii) reputation and brand
equity are considered effects of corporate activism, and (iv) political ideology acts as a variable moderating these effects,
in such a way that individuals with a more conservative ideology do not appreciate that companies that get involved in
activist initiatives will enjoy positive consequences on their reputation and brand equity, while individuals with more
liberal views do perceive such positive effects. These findings help companies to guide their strategic decisions, especia-
Ily those related to corporate social responsibility (CSR), as well as help governments and institutions to understand the
social changes that are taking place and understand the role that consumers expect corporations to play today.
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Corporate activism; Social polarization; Political ideology; Brand equity; Corporate reputation; Authenticity; Credibility;
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1. Introduction

During recent decades, companies have increasingly developed their social responsible dimension through CSR, philan-
thropy, or social actions, engaging in issues that enjoy support from or consensus among their stakeholders (Monfort;
Villagra; Lopez-Vazquez, 2019; Rim; Lee; Yoo, 2020; Vredenburg et al., 2020) while avoiding positioning themselves
on controversial or polarizing social and political issues, understanding that this could have negative effects. However,
in recent years, more and more examples of companies positioning themselves on social, political, and environmental
issues that are not directly related to their business activity have emerged. This phenomenon, called corporate activism,
represents a trend in corporate strategy. Sarkar and Kotler define it as

“business efforts to promote, impede, or direct social, political, economic, and/or environmental reform or stasis
with the desire to promote or impede improvements in society” (Sarkar; Kotler, 2018, p. 568).

Although its adoption involves risks such as lower levels of consumer brand identification (Mukherjee; Althuizen, 2020)
and supposes the loss of a fraction of the customers who do not support such positions (Dodd; Supa, 2015; Hydock;
Paharia; Weber, 2019), more and more companies are adopting these strategies since there is a demand from stakehol-
ders for companies to become involved and transparently convey their position on social and political issues (Nalick et
al., 2016; Wettstein; Baur, 2016; Wilcox, 2019).

Given that this is a new topic, it is necessary to analyze the concept in depth and propose models to evaluate and treat
it (Vredenburg et al., 2020). In this regard, recent studies showing that activism results in changes in consumer attitudes
towards brands (Corcoran; Newman; Devasagayam, 2016; Dodd; Supa, 2014; Korschun et al., 2019; Mukherjee; Althui-
zen, 2020; Parcha; Kingsley-Westerman, 2020) or its impact on brand equity (Korschun; Martin; Vadakkepatt, 2020;
Vredenburg et al., 2020) or reputation (Den-Hond et al., 2014) have emerged.

While social and political aspects are taking on a greater role in the corporate sphere, we observe a society that is increa-
singly involved in these issues and becoming more polarized, especially on political issues (Masip; Suau; Ruiz-Caballero,
2020; Jost, 2006). Therefore, the political ideology of the consumers is a factor that may moderate the effects of such
corporate activism initiatives.

A framework is proposed herein to reveal the relationships between four key communication and marketing research
concepts (credibility, authenticity, corporate reputation, and brand equity) related to corporate activism. The credibility
of organizations and authenticity are two antecedents that influence the assimilation of corporate activism. On the other
hand, the effects of this type of action on reputation and brand equity are analyzed, considering the political ideology
of the consumer as a moderating variable. In a society that is increasingly polarized on political issues (Hydock; Paharia;
Weber, 2019), work is needed to analyze how ideology affects the field of marketing (Ulver; Laurell, 2020). Specifically,
an important contribution of this work is to study how political ideology moderates the effect of a corporate activism
initiative on the reputation or brand equity as perceived by the consumer.

The remainder of this manuscript is structured as follows: In the theoretical framework, we highlight the growing trend
of corporate activism and the lack of specific studies on the subject. Likewise, we delve into previous works on credibility
and authenticity (since they act as antecedents of this phenomenon), and on corporate reputation and brand equity
(effects of corporate activism), reviewing studies that have considered the political ideology of the consumer as a mode-
rating variable. Thereafter, we carry out an empirical study that delves into all these relationships from the consumer’s
point of view, and comment on its results to finally present the implications of this work for both the academic and
corporate fields.

2. Theoretical framework

The recent years have seen a trend in which companies and their managers take sides on controversial social and political
issues that are not directly related to their business activity (Manfredi-Sanchez, 2019) such as LGBTQIA+ rights, racism,
immigration, gun control, and climate change. Eilert and Nappier-Cherup (2020, p. 463) define corporate activism as

“a company’s willingness to take a stand on social, political, economic, and environmental issues to create socie-
tal change by influencing the attitudes and behaviors of actors in its institutional environment.”

This trend responds to a social demand (Hoppner; Vadakkepatt, 2019). Consumers and society in general want compa-
nies to take sides on sociopolitical issues to drive social change beyond profit-making and transparently communicate
their position on these issues (Nalick et al., 2016; Wettstein; Baur, 2016; Wilcox, 2019). Moreover, in their purchase
decisions, consumers choose brands with values and behaviors that they trust (Stanley, 2020).

Therefore, corporate activism must involve company performance outcomes such as a positive impact on sales, consu-
mer loyalty, brand equity, or reputation (Korschun; Martin; Vadakkepatt, 2020; Vredenburg et al., 2020) while contri-
buting to promoting social change (Eilert; Nappier-Cherup, 2020; Moorman, 2020; Stephan et al., 2016) as it influences
the attitudes and behaviors of different social actors (government, other companies, and NGOs).

Despite the positive effects that this implies, given that these issues are controversial and debatable, a company that
adopts such a strategy must also bear in mind the associated risks (Pintado-Blanco; Sanchez-Herrera; Lépez-Aza, 2020).
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On the one hand, it can lead to public rejection and In recent years, more and more exam-
mistrust if the position adopted is not credible or is per- ples of companies positioning themsel-

ceived as opportunistic. In such cases, it is said that the ial litical d .
company is “woke washing”; that is, that the cause is not ves on social, political, and environmen-

aligned with their purpose, values, and behaviors (So- tal issues that are not directly related to
bande, 2019; Vredenburg et al., 2020). For this reason, it their business activity have emerged.
is very important that the position adopted and its com- This phenomenon, called corporate ac-

munication be reflected in corpor‘ate practices' (Dodd; tivism, represents a trend in corporate
Supa, 2014) and show a real commitment to social chan-

ge beyond the short-term benefit to the company (Sar- strategy

kar; Kotler, 2018; Wettstein; Baur, 2016). On the other hand, as pointed out by Moorman (2020) and Vredenburg et al.
(2020), when dealing with issues that polarize public opinion, a fraction of consumers will not share these values, which
can cause their loss as clients or have a negative impact on their purchasing intentions (Dodd; Supa, 2015).

The literature does not reach a consensus on whether companies can legitimately position themselves on controversial
sociopolitical issues that polarize public opinion (Dodd; Supa, 2014; Chang, 2017; Lin, 2018; Moorman, 2020; Nalick et
al., 2016), which were previously reserved for governments or other institutions such as NGOs. The contribution of this
work is to study how consumers perceive these types of actions and what effects they have on their attitudes and beha-
viors. To achieve this, the antecedents that a company must consider before developing an activism initiative in order for
it to be supported or valued by their consumers and the resulting effects on corporate reputation and brand equity are
analyzed. Likewise, we study whether the political ideology of consumers can moderate these effects.

2.1. Credibility and authenticity as antecedents of corporate activism

Although, as mentioned above, corporate activism answers a social demand that provides a favorable context to such actions,
companies must also consider other important aspects (antecedents) before undertaking these strategies. The two main con-
ditioning factors are brand and institutional credibility and authenticity, defined as the set of values and beliefs that the orga-
nization defends and that makes it unique (identity), which are based on behaviors that are consistent over time.

Credibility is a multidimensional concept that has been defined by various authors such as McCroskey and Teven (1999),
who considered that it comprises experience, trust, and goodwill. However, many authors do not consider goodwill to
be a factor that builds credibility, but only expertise and trustworthiness (Hovland; Janis; Kelley, 1953; Lafferty, 2007;
Newell; Goldsmith, 2001). The latter authors also defined the credibility construct as a set of perceptions that stakehol-
ders have towards a certain source, media, or message.

In the marketing literature, credibility has been widely studied in relation to business organizations because of the
importance of knowing whether a company is a source of credibility (Arora, 2007; Lafferty; Goldsmith, 1999) and thus
whether its business messages or the media used to disseminate them will have greater persuasive power towards
consumers or recipients (Hovland; Janis; Kelley, 1953; Newell; Goldsmith, 2001). However, consumers’ perceptions and
attitudes regarding business actions depend on whether they have acquired a role as corporate citizens (Matten; Crane,
2005) and the degree of credibility that public institutions have in the eye of the consumer. For this reason, a more spe-
cific analysis of the concepts of “corporate credibility” and “institutional credibility” is presented below.

2.1.1. Corporate credibility

One can define “corporate credibility” as the degree to which consumers perceive that a company acts in good faith
and possesses the necessary capacity and experience to carry out its business activities (Bigné-Alcaraz; Curras-Pérez;
Sanchez-Garcia, 2009). As for the global credibility concept, some authors who work on corporate credibility consider
goodwill to be a fundamental dimension regarding the transmission of information about the identity of the company
(Jgrgensen; Isaksson, 2015; McCroskey; Teven, 1999), while the studies of others do not (Lafferty, 2007; Mahrinasari,
2019; Newell; Goldsmith, 2001; Pérez-Ruiz; Rodriguez-del-Bosque, 2015). Meanwhile, the competence dimension is
based on the skills and experience of a company in the field (Lee; Zhang; Abitbol, 2019), while the trust or trustworthi-
ness dimension captures the degree to which a company works with its clients with reliability, consistency (J@rgensen;
Isaksson, 2015; Park; Lee; Kim, 2014), and integrity (Arora, 2007).

In empirical studies, corporate credibility has been studied as an antecedent of the attitude towards a brand or purcha-
sing intentions (Goldsmith; Lafferty; Newell, 2000; Lafferty, 2007) as well as perceptions regarding CSR (Bigné-Alcaiiiz;
Chumpitaz-Caceres; Curras-Pérez, 2010; Erdem; Swait, 2004; Goldsmith; Lafferty; Newell, 2000; Lee; Zhang; Abitbol,
2019; Mahrinasari, 2019; Zasuwa, 2019). On the one hand, it is usual for the results to confirm a positive relationship
between corporate credibility and CSR if such responsible business activities are consistent with the competencies of
the company and are honestly aimed at its customers (Mahrinasari, 2019). On the other hand, a negative relationship
emerges if the company is not credible or there is no business coherence (Aqueveque; Encina, 2010). However, very few
empirical studies have treated credibility together with corporate activism, or else their results have not been significant
(Parcha; Kingsley-Westerman, 2020), thus more empirical studies are required to confirm whether the trend set by CSR
and credibility studies is followed.
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Therefore, since CSR and corporate activism are related concepts and considering the results mentioned above, the first
hypothesis is formulated as follows:

H1: The credibility of companies has a positive and significant effect on corporate activism.

2.1.2. Institutional credibility

Institutional credibility can be defined as the degree of trust that citizens have that public institutions will do the right
thing, acting for the good of society (Kim; Lee, 2012).

Therefore, it is important to highlight that one of the dimensions of credibility, viz trust, has been questioned in recent
years from the consumer’s point of view. Events such as the 2008 global economic crisis or cases of political corruption
have diminished citizens’ trust in public institutions (Pérez-Morote; Pontones-Rosa; Nufiez-Chicharro, 2020). In addi-
tion, this distrust has increased due to the political polarization manifested by political figures such as Boris Johnson in
the United Kingdom or Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil (Korschun; Martin; Vadakkepatt, 2020).

Against this background, consumers expect credible public-sector behavior related to goodwill and trust (Jgrgensen;
Isaksson, 2014). Furthermore, some authors consider this low institutional credibility to be one of the reasons behind
the rapid development of corporate activism (Korschun; Martin; Vadakkepatt, 2020). That is, more than half of consu-
mers already consider that companies can solve social problems better and faster than governments (Edelman, 2019),
thus the origins of corporate activism may lie in the current difficulties faced by public institutions to address the most
pressing problems in society (Scherer; Palazzo; Matten, 2014).

Although credibility is a concept that has been widely studied in the marketing and communication literature, and
previous studies have extensively considered credibility from the point of view of the organization that launches the
message (source credibility), the means by which the message is transmitted, and the message itself (Pressgrove; Kim,
2018), no articles that relate institutional credibility to corporate activism or related concepts such as CSR have been
found. This is because authors tend to use the concept of trust (credibility dimension) and specifically institutional trust.

However, some articles have proven empirically that low trust in a public institution will result in a positive attitude
towards responsible business actions (Rim; Dong, 2018) because consumers consider that companies are more involved
in issues of relevance to citizens (Edelman, 2019). The second hypothesis can thus be formulated as follows (H2):

H2. The credibility of institutions has a negative and significant effect on corporate activism.

In addition to the credibility of companies and institutions in the eye of the consumer, another aspect that a company
must consider before carrying out a corporate activism initiative is authenticity, that is, ensuring that the position adop-
ted aligns with its corporate identity.

The concept of authenticity has been studied from the point of view of various disciplines (psychology, philosophy,
anthropology, sociology, etc.). Grayson and Martinec (2004) referred to this concept as assessments, judgments, or eva-
luations about how real or genuine something is. The same authors also specifically defined brand authenticity as the
perceived consistency of a brand’s behavior, in a way that reflects its core norms and values, being true to itself, without
undermining its essence or nature and, therefore, involving two types of authenticity (indexical and iconic).

In marketing research, authenticity has also been analyzed from a dual perspective: as an attribute of the object, that
is, the authenticity of a brand (Beverland, 2006), or as an attribute of the subject, referring to the authentic emotions
of individuals (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2006). However, very few studies are available in the context of corporate acti-
vism, although some research links brand authenticity with CSR and conversely CSR authenticity with brand, and thus
considers their mutual influence. In this way, Alhouti, Johnson, and Holloway (2016) found that the authenticity of CSR
was driven by the impact of the action (i.e., whether it was significant with respect to the size and objectives of the
company), the perceived reason, the correction of previous problems for the company, and its fit to the products sold
by and the target audience of the company; they also concluded that the authenticity of CSR had a mediating effect on
consumer behavior, and thus it had to be not only authentic but also perceived as such. On the other hand, Mohr, Webb,
and Harris (2001) also found it necessary to communicate correctly, since the perceived fit between the company and
cause influenced the perception regarding the authenticity of the CSR; this means that both companies and brands must
be perceived as authentic, so that their authenticity is related and, in turn, could result from CSR initiatives. Likewise,
McShane and Cunningham (2012) also found that consumers perceive the motivations for an organization’s CSR initia-
tives as authentic when they play a relevant role both

within and outside the CSR environment. This also oc- Consumers and society in general want

curs in the specific case of brand political activism since, companies to take sides on sociopoliti-
from a marketing perspective, companies should only cal issues to drive social change beyond
get involved in politics if they can do so in a way that profit-making and transparently com-

is consistent with the brand and connects authentically

} municate their position on these issues
with the market (Moorman, 2020).
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Regarding the measurement of the perceived authenticity of CSR, Joo, Miller, and Fink (2019) developed a multidimen-
sional scale from the point of view of consumers, comprising seven dimensions: link with the community, reliability,
commitment, congruence, benevolence, transparency, and breadth of impact. Some of these dimensions are related to
corporate activism: commitment (dedication of the organization to social initiatives rather than other issues (Godfrey,
2005), congruence (fit between the social efforts and business of the company) (Alhouti; Johnson; Holloway, 2016),
benevolence (whether the social initiatives are perceived as altruistic and opposed to the search for profit, leading to
brand authenticity (Beverland, 2006).

Other studies have analyzed the relationship between brand authenticity and social commitment, an aspect that is
directly linked to corporate activism: On the one hand, Ewing, Allen, and Ewing (2012) found that there was a positive
effect on brand authenticity when labels guaranteeing an ecological origin were used. In addition, Fritz, Shoenmiieller,
and Bruhn (2017) proposed a model that integrated the social commitment of the brand with other variables reviewed
in previous studies (inheritance, nostalgia, brand marketing, etc.) and showed that all this had a positive influence on
consumer behavior, such that social commitment attributed moral values to the brand, thereby enhancing the percep-
tion of its authenticity. Also, Akbar (2016) studied the different dimensions of brand authenticity, including some linked
to corporate activism: declared beliefs, beyond those related to money; downplaying business reasons; reliability, that
is, credibility and fulfillment of brand promises; and sincerity, in that the brand refuses to compromise its principles and
values.

Also in the context of corporate activism and its authenticity, Vredenburg et al. (2020) found that brands can engage
with authentic activism by combining their activist messages, purposes, and values with prosocial corporate practice,
thus generating greater value for the brand. Furthermore, these authors analyzed the types of activism to determine
when a brand was perceived as authentic, revealing that these two types of authenticity, i.e., of the brand and of corpo-
rate activism, were related.

On the other hand, authentic brand activism is contrasted with the practice of “woke washing” (Sobande, 2019; Vreden-
burg et al., 2018), understood as nonauthentic brand activism, since the messages are not aligned with the values, pur-
poses, and corporate practices of the brand, for which it is necessary that four factors (messages, values, purposes, and
practices) be combined to construct a holistic system that generates authenticity. Therefore, authenticity is a preliminary
issue that companies must consider before engaging in corporate activism as it helps to avoid the skepticism that this
type of action can elicit in the public. Authenticity will make the position taken by the company credible, thus resulting
in positive effects. Considering the discussion above, hypothesis H3 can be formulated as follows:

H3. Authenticity has a positive and significant effect on corporate activism.

In summary, if a company has managed to build a solid foundation of corporate credibility and authenticity, it can com-
mit to positions on social issues. Having carried out a corporate activism initiative, it becomes necessary to study its
effects on consumers and society in general.

2.2. Corporate reputation and brand equity as corporate activism outcomes and the moderating role of
political ideology

Korschun, Martin, and Vadakkepatt (2020) called for research and highlighted the need for more studies to analyze the
outcomes (such as company performance, brand equity, reputation, or purchasing intentions) that can be derived from
corporate activism. Our study focuses on two of these: corporate reputation and brand equity. It also analyzes the mo-
derating effect of the political ideology of consumers on this relationship.

Corporate reputation is the mental representation of a company in the mind of its stakeholders that is built in an aggre-
gate way over time and depends on the ability to satisfy their expectations (Fombrun; Shanley, 1990; Fombrun, 1996).

For several decades, this concept has attracted interest from academics and professionals since a positive relationship
has been demonstrated between reputation and the attitudes and behaviors of stakeholders (clients, employees, inves-
tors, etc.) towards a company (Dowling, 2016; Fombrun; Rindova, 1996; Ponzi; Fombrun; Gardberg, 2011). Corporate
reputation also has a positive effect on other important outcomes, such as consumer loyalty (Bartikowski; Walsh; Beat-
ty, 2011) and financial performance (De-la-Fuente-Sabaté; De-Quevedo-Puente, 2003; Eberl; Schwaiger, 2005; Fom-
brun; Van-Riel, 2004; Gatzert, 2015; Roberts; Dowling, 2002).

No works have studied the effect of corporate activism on reputation, although some have considered the effect on
reputation of CSR, a concept different from corporate activism (as it is linked to business activities and such issues re-
sult, in most cases, from dialog with stakeholders, avoiding controversial or polemical issues), although it shares some
characteristics (since both are carried out on a voluntary basis and seek to contribute to social improvement). For Sarkar
and Kotler (2018), corporate activism is an evolution of CSR.

From the perspective of CSR, reputation is considered to be one of the main effects of CSR (Agarwal; Osiyevskyy; Feld-
man, 2015; Aguilera-Caracuel; Guerrero-Villegas, 2018; Odriozola; Baraibar-Diez, 2017; Rothenhoefer, 2019), especia-
Ily when carried out in a proactive way (Martin-De-Castro; Navas-Lépez; Lopez-Sdez, 2006) and if there is a fit between
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the social and environmental commitments adopted by the company and its activity (Brammer; Pavelin, 2006). In ad-
dition, some studies have analyzed how the relationship between CSR and reputation has a positive effect on financial
performance (Saeidi et al., 2015; Van-Beurden; Gossling, 2008; Waddock; Graves, 1997), consumer perceptions of
product quality (Sen; Bhattacharya, 2001), organizational brand equity (Lai et al., 2010), and attracting talent (Turban;
Cable, 2003).

Considering that CSR promotes a favorable relationship between the company and its interest groups (Ponzi; Fombrun;
Gardberg, 2011), it seems clear that it will also have a positive impact on reputation. In this research, we understand
that this statement can be transferred to corporate activism or related concepts such as corporate social advocacy (CSA)
or corporate political advocacy (CPA), since they are related to CSR (Wilcox, 2019) and the related strategies must be
coordinated (Den-Hond et al., 2014).

However, although the concepts of CSR and corporate activism have become very important in recent decades, the
impact of activism or CPA on reputation has been less well studied than that of CSR. Most research has focused on stake-
holder activism or social activism (surveillance or boycotts of companies when stakeholders do not agree with corporate
actions) and the negative impact of these actions on reputation (Abito; Besanko; Diermeier, 2019; Hoffmann; Brgnn;
Fieseler, 2016; King, 2008; McDonnell; King, 2013).

However, more studies are needed to analyze the impact on reputation of the political and social positions adopted
by companies and which aspects organizations should consider when choosing and communicating topics to achieve a
positive effect.

Korschun, Martin, and Vadakkepatt (2020) propose a framework for understanding marketing and political activity and
identify that reputation is one of the corporate outcomes that derives from these actions. For Wilcox (2019), corporate
activism can have a positive impact on reputation and loyalty as more and more clients demand that companies express
their values and become involved in social and political issues, although it can also have a negative effect on those parts
of the public that do not share those beliefs or political positions, thus companies must identify relevant issues that are
related to their values.

In addition to reputation, another widely studied effect in the marketing and communication literature is brand equity
(Keller, 1998; Pappu; Quester; Cooksey, 2005) because it creates value for both the company and the consumer (Aaker,
1991). Brand equity is

“a set of brand assets and liabilities linked to a brand, its name and symbol, that add to or subtract from the value
provided by a product or service to a firm and/or to that firm’s customers” (Aaker, 1991, p. 15).

As pointed out by Keller and Lehmann (2006), brand equity has been studied from different perspectives, including (1)
the company, (2) finances, and (3) the customer. In this paper, we understand brand equity from the consumer perspec-
tive and analyze the effect of corporate activism initiatives on brand equity.

Given the novelty of corporate activism, few studies have linked corporate activism and brand equity (Vredenburg et
al., 2020; Corcoran; Newman; Devasagayam, 2016). However, we found several studies that indicate a positive effect of
CSR on brand equity (for both consumers and other audiences) from different focuses that can be applied to corporate
activism actions.

Bhattacharya (2017) analyzed this relationship and concluded that CSR contributes significantly to social transformation
along with building the social identity of brands by generating brand—social linkages and consumer engagement for
higher brand equity.

Fatma, Rahman, and Khan (2015) studied the effect of CSR initiatives on corporate reputation and brand equity. Their
findings show how CSR actions have a positive impact on brand equity if they are based on trust as a mediator. Torres et
al. (2012) also found a positive relationship and highlight the importance for global brand strategies of combining global
strategies and causes with actions that satisfy the interests of customers in local communities.

Considering previous studies and given that there is an increasing demand from consumers for companies to adopt a
position on political and social issues, corporate activism can both be valued by consumers and influence brand equity
(Corcoran; Newman; Devasagayam, 2016; Korschun; Martin; Vadakkepatt, 2020; Vredenburg et al., 2020). Meanwhile,
consumers are increasingly skeptical and critical of brands and suspicious of the motives behind such campaigns (Du;
Bhattacharya; Sen, 2010; Holt, 2002), which can reduce their effects and even provoke rejection. Recent studies (Moor-
man, 2020; Sarkar; Kotler, 2018) have pointed out the importance of authenticity for brand activism to be credible and
effective. Vredenburg et al. (2020) highlighted the importance of ensuring that the consumer perceives the motives
behind a corporate activism initiative as authentic, so that it can have a positive effect on brand equity and also achieve
social change. On the other hand, Corcoran, Newman, and Devasagayam (2016) studied whether corporate activism
affects consumer purchasing attitudes and concluded that companies should become involved in corporate activism and
make these campaigns known to the majority of the public in order to increase their brand equity.
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Therefore, demonstrating a real commitment to a cause or the motives behind an action transcend the business itself,
being aspects that minimize public skepticism and contribute to the creation of brand equity.

Bearing the above in mind, CSR and corporate activism are aspects that stakeholders consider when evaluating a com-
pany and, therefore, affect both corporate reputation and brand equity. However, this effect may be moderated by va-
rious factors such as consumer values and political ideology (Jost; Langer; Singh, 2017; Korschun; Martin; Vadakkepatt,
2020; Rim; Lee; Yoo, 2020).

Jost (2006, p. 653) defines political ideology as

“an interrelated set of moral and political attitudes that possesses cognitive, affective, and motivational compo-
nents.”

Political ideology is related to our values and beliefs and directly influences people’s attitudes, opinions, and beha-
viors. However, little study has been done of how political ideology influences consumer behavior (Jung et al., 2017).
The support for social, political, and environmental issues by companies in an increasingly polarized society (lyengar;
Westwood, 2015; Jost, 2006; Reiljan, 2020) suggests that divergent reactions may be produced in consumer behaviors.
Mukherjee and Alhuizen (2020) raise the need for empirical studies that analyze whether and how political ideology
moderates the effect of corporate activism.

Although, as pointed out by these authors, we do not find research that relates political ideology and corporate activism
from the consumer’s point of view, we do find recent works in the communication and marketing field that study the
influence of consumers’ political ideology (Jung et al., 2017; Kim; Park; Dobois, 2018; Ordabayeva; Fernandes, 2018;
Ulver; Laurell, 2020; Valera-Ordaz; Doménech-Beltran, 2020). In these works, the distinction between conservatism
and liberalism is the classification most frequently used when talking about political ideology (Graham; Haidt; Nosek,
2009; Ordabayeva; Fernandes, 2018).

The work of Paek and Nelson (2009) indicates that those consumers with a liberal ideology have a greater tenden-
cy to take part in boycotting and buycotting. Fernandes and Mandel (2014) studied how political ideology can affect
consumption choices and conclude that conservatives are more prone to variety seeking. Ordabayeba and Fernandes
(2018) analyzed how political ideology influences the way consumers differentiate themselves, thus conservatives seek
vertical differentiation (choosing products that show them as better than others) while liberals seek horizontal differen-
tiation (choosing products that show that are unique or different from others). Chan and Palmeira (2021) analyzed the
moderating role of political ideology in consumer responses to brand crisis apologies and concluded that they have a
greater influence and are more credible for liberals than for conservatives. The latter authors doubt that a company will
really change, even after an apology.

In general, investigations carried out to date coincide in highlighting various features that distinguish conservatives and
liberals. Thus, conservatives have been shown to embrace structure, stability, conscientiousness, and responsibility,
while liberals are more open to change, tolerant, and drawn to novelty and diversity (Carney et al., 2008). Conservati-
ves tend to engage in the justification of social systems (Jost; Hunyady, 2003), which translates, for example, into such
consumers’ reporting less complaints and also being less likely than liberal consumers to dispute complaint resolutions
(Jung et al., 2017). For Jost et al. (2003), stakeholders with different ideologies usually adopt opposing positions on so-
ciopolitical issues. As pointed out by those authors, liberals, unlike conservatives, give greater prominence to protecting
the environment or defending civil rights or issues such as social justice, diversity, or social change.

Considering the discussion above, although no studies have specifically analyzed the relationship between corporate
activism and reputation and brand equity with political ideology as a moderating variable, we hypothesize that:

H4a. For liberals, corporate activism has a positive and significant effect on corporate reputation.
H4b. For conservatives, corporate activism has a nonsignificant effect on corporate reputation.

H5a. For liberals, corporate activism has a positive and significant effect on brand equity.
H5b. For conservatives, corporate activism has a nonsignificant effect on brand equity.

Considering the discussion above, our hypotheses can be summarized as follows: The credibility of companies (H1) and
authenticity (H3) have a positive and significant effect on corporate activism, whereas the credibility of institutions (H2)
has a negative and significant effect on corporate activism. Regarding political ideology as a moderator of the effects of
corporate activism on reputation and brand equity, we hypothesize that, for liberals, corporate activism has a positive
and significant effect on corporate reputation (H4a) and on brand equity (H5a), whereas for conservatives, corporate
activism has a nonsignificant effect on corporate reputation or brand equity (H5b). Therefore, the conceptual model
proposed, derived from the literature review, is shown in Figure 1.

We test our hypotheses with a sample of 1,521 individuals. The next section details our sampling and data collection
procedures and measurement scales.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model

3. Methodology

3.1. Sampling and data collection

To test the hypotheses, a sample of 1,521 individuals was used, selec- Table 1. Descriptive analysis of the sample

ted by random stratified sampling of the entire Spanish population aged Frequency Percentage
over 18 years. The sampling error is thus 2.51% for p = g = 0.5 with Age (years)

a 95% confidence interval. This sample was extracted from an online 18-24 186 1223
panel made up of individuals selected to fit the sociodemographic cha-

racteristics of the Spanish population (CIS, 2021), managed by a specia- 24-34 231 15.19
lized research company, and was conducted between 20 October and 2 35-44 340 2235
November 2020, 45-54 308 20.25
Participants receive personal invitations, thus reducing the risk of 25764 259 17.03
self-selection and possible duplication. The panelist response rate was >64 197 1295
47%, and the entire process followed /SO standard 20252. Sum 1,521 100
The strata were selected based on geographic (province), age, and et

gender criteria, and participants received compensation in the form of Male 753 49.51
points exchangeable for gifts, once the survey was completed to pre- Female 768 50.49
vent their use to purchase products that could be related to the object Sum 1,521 100

of study. This avoids biases derived from obtaining rewards that could
distort the perception of a brand and/or a certain category of products. The profile of the participants in the sample is
summarized in Table 1.

Data collection was carried out through a structured questionnaire that contained the necessary scales to test the hypo-
theses. All items were evaluated using a five-point Likert scale ranging from “totally disagree” to “totally agree,” inversely
coded where necessary.

The data extracted from the questionnaire were analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM), so that the cons-
tructs of interest could be inferred and related to each other. The other methodological alternative that can be used in
these cases is partial least squares (PLS) modeling, which is more predictive and less oriented toward the contrast of
theoretical assumptions.

3.2. Measurement scales

The constructs of “credibility of institutions” and “credibility of corporations” were constructed from the scale of Mc-
Croskey and Teven (1999), that of “corporate authenticity” using the scale of Moulard, Raggio, and Folse (2016), “corpo-
rate reputation” from the scale of Ponzi, Fombrun, and Gardberg (2011), and “brand equity” using the scale of Pappu,
Quester, and Cooksey (2005), which in turn comprises the scales of Aaker (1991; 1996), Yoo, Donthu, and Lee (2000),
and Yoo and Donthu (2001).

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, no validated scales exist to measure corporate activism, thus a battery was desig-
ned using 20 items extracted from some related scales (Austin; Gaither; Gaither, 2019; Borden, 2019) and the annual
report by Edelman (2019) on trust in businesses. From this initial battery of items, and by means of a confirmatory
factorial analysis (CFA), a scale made up of three differentiated constructs was extracted: “social activism,” “declarative
political activism,” and “reactionary political activism.” “Social activism” refers to the involvement of a company in acti-
vist initiatives that promote social causes, being defined by three items:
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(i) “Large corporations should work to improve society,”
(ii) “Large corporations should advocate for social issues, even when there is not a clear social consensus,” and

(iii) “Large companies have an ethical obligation to push for social change.” “Declarative political activism” involves the
adoption of clear public positions on political ideology by some large corporations.

This construct is made up of the following items:

(i) “Large corporations should take a political stand,”

(i) “Large corporations should get involved in politics,” and

(iii) “Large corporations have an obligation to publicly express their policy preferences.”

Finally, the construct “reactionary political activism” is defined as the set of initiatives that a company can adopt to ad-
dress the lack of competence of governments and public institutions. This factor comprises the following items:

(i) “When the government doesn’t or won’t try to fix a problem, large corporations should fix it themselves,”

(ii) “When the government tries to pass a bad law or unethical regulation, large corporations should try to stop them,”
and

(iii) “Large corporations should take action against bad government or politicians.”

The results of the CFA indicate significant factor loadings of all items with their respective factor, with Cronbach’s alpha
greater than 0.7 in all cases, having adjustment indicators within the limits considered to be good or very good (GFl =
0.97; AGFI =0.94; CFI =0.96; TLI = 0.95; RMSEA = 0.06). Finally, political ideology was collected using an ordinal scale that
identified all the response options of the political spectrum (CIS, 2021).

Table 2 presents a summary of the measures used for each construct and the origin of each of them.

Table 2. Measurement scales

Scale Construct Authors
Competence

Institutional credibility Goodwill McCroskey and Teven (1999)
Trustworthy
Competence

Corporate credibility Goodwill McCroskey and Teven (1999)
Trustworthy

Authenticity Authenticity Moulard; Raggio; Folse (2016)

Corporate social activism
Corporate activism Corporate political activism
Corporate reactionary activism

This paper, based on Austin; Gaither; Gaither (2019); Borden
(2019), Edelman (2019)

Corporate reputation Corporate reputation Ponzi; Fombrun; Gardberg (2011)

Quality Pappu; Quester; Cooksey (2005),

Brand associations Aaker (1991; 1996)
Brand equity Loyalty Yoo; Donthu; Lee (2000),
Awareness

Organizational associations Yoo and Donthu (2001)

Political ideology Political ideology CIS (2021)

4. Results
4.1. Estimation of the measurement model

The model was estimated by analyzing the reliability and validity of the measurement model, to enable an estimation
of the structural model and test the hypotheses. In all cases, Cronbach’s alpha was higher than the established standard
limits, and in the composite reliability analysis, none of the calculated indicators was below 0.7, so it can be stated that
there are no reliability problems in the estimates (Hair et al., 2006). The calculated mean variance extracted (AVE) values
are above 0.5, so the model does not present convergent validity problems either. In addition, all the factorial loads of
the measurement model are significant and above 0.5 (see Table 3).

Table 3. Factor loadings

Latent variables and items I:::iti‘r)lrg Std. error p-Value
Credibility in institutions
Competence
State institutions act intelligently 0.781 0.026 <0.001
State institutions are made up of well-trained personnel 0.896 0.024 <0.001
State institutions are made up of experts 0.853 0.025 <0.001
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Latent variables and items Iz::i:?\; Std. error p-Value
State institutions have well-informed staff 0.824 0.027 <0.001
State institutions are made up of competent and capable personnel 0.781 0.026 <0.001
State institutions are brilliantly managed 0.898 <0.001

Goodwill
State institutions take care of citizens 0.902 0.029 <0.001
State institutions have the citizen as the center of their interests 0.752 0.035 <0.001
State institutions care about citizens 0.901 0.030 <0.001
State institutions care and understand social problems 0.857 <0.001

Trustworthy
State institutions are honest 0.898 0.034 <0.001
State institutions are trustworthy 0.901 0.035 <0.001
State institutions are respectable 0.850 0.038 <0.001
State institutions act with moral principles 0.879 0.035 <0.001
State institutions are ethical and responsible 0.922 0.034 <0.001
State institutions are authentic and genuine 0.803 <0.001

Credibility in corporations

Competence
Large companies act intelligently 0.671 0.036 <0.001
Large companies are made up of well-trained staff 0.868 0.029 <0.001
Large companies are made up of experts 0.850 0.030 <0.001
Large companies have well-informed staff 0.820 0.030 <0.001
Large companies are made up of competent and capable personnel 0.865 <0.001
Large companies are brilliantly managed 0.679 0.035 <0.001

Goodwill
Large companies take care of citizens 0.898 0.028 <0.001
Large companies have the citizen as their core interest 0.666 0.042 <0.001
Large companies care about citizens 0.898 0.028 <0.001
Large companies care and understand social issues 0.849 <0.001

Trustworthy
Large companies are honest 0.828 0.044 <0.001
Large companies are trustworthy 0.764 0.044 <0.001
Large companies are respectable 0.783 0.045 <0.001
Large companies act with moral principles 0.750 0.045 <0.001
Large companies are ethical and accountable 0.811 0.046 <0.001
Great companies are authentic and genuine 0.730 <0.001

Authenticity
Large companies have true passion for what they do 0.809 0.033 <0.001
Large companies want to do their best when they offer their products or services 0.839 0.035 <0.001
Large companies carry out their work with devotion and dedication 0.859 <0.001

Corporate activism

Corporate social activism
Large companies should defend social positions 0.671 0.060 <0.001
Large companies have an ethical obligation to promote social change 0.785 0.063 <0.001
Large companies and governments should participate equally in solving social problems 0.725 <0.001
Corporate political activism
| believe that large companies should position themselves politically 0.848 0.061 <0.001
Large companies should get involved in politics 0.805 0.057 <0.001
CEOs of major companies have an obligation to express publicly their political preferences. 0.677 <0.001
Corporate reactionary activism
When the government tries to pass an unfair or little ethical law, big business should try to stop it 0.736 0.056 <0.001
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Latent variables and items Iz::::‘; Std. error p-Value
Large companies should take initiatives against bad governments or bad politicians 0.703 0.057 <0.001
?/r\‘/il:g:i:tge government does not solve citizens’ problems, large companies should take the 0728 <0.001

Corporate reputation
Large companies make me feel good 0.853 0.026 <0.001
I admire and respect large companies 0.867 0.028 <0.001
In general, large companies have a good reputation 0.682 0.030 <0.001
| trust large companies 0.881 <0.001

Brand equity

Quality
Large companies offer good quality products 0.853 <0.001
The quality of large companies’ products is always good 0.801 0.033 <0.001
Large companies offer durable products 0.768 0.033 <0.001
Large companies offer products with excellent features 0.840 0.030 <0.001
Brand associations
Large companies offer superior quality products 0.817 0.033 <0.001
Large companies offer reliable products 0.847 <0.001
Loyalty
| consider myself faithful to large companies’ brands 0.875 0.037 <0.001
Large company brands are my first purchase option 0.813 <0.001
Awareness
| can easily remember the names of most large companies 0.836 0.063 <0.001
| remember almost every large company’s brands | have ever bought 0.750 0.065 <0.001
When someone mentions a leading company, | recognize it with no trouble. 0.708 <0.001
Organizational associations
| like large companies 0.830 0.059 <0.001
I trust large companies’ brands 0.849 0.054 <0.001
I like to brag about buying products from large companies 0.630 <0.001

4.2. Estimation of the structural model

The fit indices for the global model lie within the acceptable range and thus do not present adequacy problems (GFI =
0.87; AGFI = 0.85; CFl = 0.94; TLI = 0.93; RMSEA = 0.04). Discriminant validity was evaluated using the matrix formed by
the square root of the mean variance extracted on the diagonal, and the correlations between constructs off the diago-
nal. In all cases, the square root of AVE was greater than the observed correlations. Regarding the model estimated with
political ideology as a moderating variable, the adjustment indices are similar (GFI = 0.80; AGFI = 0.77; CFI = 0.92; TLI =
0.92; RMSEA = 0.03).

Hypothesis testing showed that all the coefficients had the expected sign, consistent with the theory (Table 4).

Table 4. Hypothesis testing

Hypothesis Estimate (Std.) Std. error Critical ratio
H1 Corporate credibility -> Corp. activism 0.707 0.032 5910™
H2 Institutional credibility -> Corp. activism -0.062 0.005 -3.017™
H3 Authenticity -> Corp. activism 0.275 0.013 5.046™
Liberals

H4a Corp. activism > Corp. reputation 1.008 0.690 6.135™
H5a Corp. activism > Brand equity 0.895 0.476 5.998 "
Conservatives

Hab Corp. activism - Corp. reputation 0.988 4.075 1.653
H5b Corp. activism > Brand equity 0.776 3.155 1.648

Note: *p < 0.5; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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The results reveal that institutional credibility, corporate The results reveal that institutional cre-
credibility, and authenticity are antecedents of corpora- dibility, corporate credibility and au-

te activism and, therefore, explain which circumstances h o q :
contribute to the implementation of this type of initiati- thenticity are antecedents of corporate

ve. According to the parameters obtained, when credi- activism and, therefore, explain which
bility in institutions decreases, individuals perceive that circumstances contribute to the imple-
corporations should be more directly involved in matters mentation of this type of initiative

of a social and political nature, even those that are con-
troversial or cause polarization in society.

However, the relationship between corporate activism and reputation and brand equity changes when political ideology
is incorporated as a moderating variable. In this sense, it is interesting to observe how individuals with a more conserva-
tive ideology do not perceive possible positive effects on reputation or brand equity from this type of practice related to
corporate activism. In contrast, individuals with a more liberal ideological tendency do perceive that the involvement of
companies in activist initiatives has a positive impact on their reputation and brand equity. For this group, the responsi-
bility of organizations seems to go beyond their corporate function, to engage in practices related to social and political
aspects that transcend the traditional limits of their managerial or commercial function, and ideologically position them-
selves by taking sides on controversial or polarizing issues.

Table 5 presents a summary of the hypotheses raised and the results of the testing based on the structural equation
model.

Table 5. Summary of hypothesis testing

Hypothesis Content Verification
H1 The credibility of companies has a positive and significant effect on corporate activism. Accepted
H2 The credibility of institutions has a negative and significant effect on corporate activism. Accepted
H3 Authenticity has a positive and significant effect on corporate activism. Accepted
H4a For individuals with a liberal ideology, corporate activism has a positive and significant effect on corporate reputation. Accepted
H4b For individuals with a conservative ideology, corporate activism has nonsignificant effect on corporate reputation. Accepted
H5a For individuals with a liberal ideology, corporate activism has a positive and significant effect on brand equity. Accepted
H5b For individuals with a conservative ideology, corporate activism has a nonsignificant effect on brand equity. Accepted

5. Discussion and conclusions

The results obtained in this work confirm the importance of corporate and institutional credibility, as well as authentici-
ty, as antecedents of corporate activism. The confirmation that all these variables have a positive effect on the assimila-
tion of corporate activism by the consumer is of great interest and is especially relevant to verify that lower institutional
credibility leads to greater support for business initiatives related to corporate activism. Likewise, the results on the
effects of this phenomenon are of great importance, since the influence of corporate activism on the reputation and
brand equity of a company is clear. The finding that political ideology (conservative or liberal tendency) can act as a mo-
derator of these effects is of particular value.

These results contribute to this academic field in the following ways: first, studies on corporate credibility have focused
more deeply on its relationship with CSR, whether positive, when business activities are consistent with the compe-
tencies of the company (Mahrinasari, 2019), or negative if there is no such coherence (Aqueveque; Encina, 2010). On
the other hand, low institutional credibility has been studied by authors who consider that it is one of the explanations
for the rapid development of corporate activism (Korschun; Martin; Vadakkepatt, 2020), although no specific studies
directly relate it to this phenomenon. In addition, authenticity has been related to how real or genuine something is
(Grayson; Martinec, 2004), although there are no specific works on its relationship with corporate activism. However,
the connection of this phenomenon with CSR has been studied (Alhouti; Johnson; Holloway, 2016; Mohr; Webb; Harris,
2001). Therefore, this work represents an advance in the study of these concepts as antecedents for the implementation
of corporate activism initiatives.

On the other hand, previous literature reveals that a company’s stance on political or social issues may have a positive
effect on its reputation and brand equity, although such communications must be consistent and supported by corpora-
te actions (Vredenburg et al., 2020) that result in social change. In this sense, the current work confirms that corporate
activism has effects on reputation and brand equity.

In addition, some studies have confirmed the importan- The relationship between corporate ac-
ce of the consumer’s political ideology as a moderating tivism and reputation and brand equity

effect (Jost; Langer; Singh, 2017), although how political h h litical ideol ..
ideology influences consumer behavior has not yet been changes when political ideology Is incor-

studied in depth (Jung et al., 2017), revealing the spe- porated as a moderating variable
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cific need for empirical studies that analyze the specific Individuals with a more conservative
effect it may have on corporate activism (Mukherjee; ideology do not perceive possible positi-

Alhuizen, 2020). However, some studies have already p . b q .
shown that there are differentiating features between ve effects on reputation or brand equity

conservatives and liberals (Carney et al., 2008; Jung et from corporate activism

al., 2017), although no research has specifically analyzed

the influence that political ideology can have on reputation or brand equity. This study delves into this aspect, specifica-
Ily advancing knowledge on its effect as a variable moderating the effects of corporate activism on such reputation and
brand equity.

Moreover, the results of this work also have practical implications since they could be very useful for companies and
managers who wish to introduce corporate activism into their companies as a marketing strategy. Taking a stand on po-
larizing or controversial issues involves corporate strategic decision-making such as brand management, brand positio-
ning, product launches or modifications, public relations, or advertising campaigns (Pintado-Blanco; Sanchez-Herrera;
Lopez-Aza, 2020).

In this regard, the current results are of interest to enable proper selection of the specific issues, whether political or
social, that a company could support, in addition to their effective communication to achieve positive effects on the
audience, as long as companies align their activist message with their purpose, values, and activist practices. However,
companies should avoid being considered as “woke-washing” because this might affect their corporate credibility. Such
organizations are involved in inauthentic brand activism (Vredenburg et al., 2020) only based on trends or practices that
may not clearly align with their message.

Thus, companies should consider corporate and institutional credibility as antecedents that can affect the perception of
corporate activism by consumers, particularly at times when the credibility of institutions may be lower, since this implies
a better perception of activist actions. Likewise, the effects of corporate activism on corporate reputation and brand equity
should also be considered, especially in cases where the political ideology of consumers can be seen as moderating these
effects. In this sense, companies should make a greater effort to understand the ideology of their audiences before commu-
nicating their support for social or political issues and thus carry out authentic corporate activism practices.

The current work suffers from some limitations. On the one hand, one could delve into the attitude of consumers, based
on their political ideology, towards the issues defended by a company to specify the results and obtain more conclusive
information on this issue. In addition, the results may differ depending on the sociodemographic characteristics of the
consumers such as age, gender, education, or country of origin. Also, other variables such as culture, corporate identity,
or company purpose could moderate the effects obtained on reputation and brand equity.

Likewise, the application of the results obtained may differ depending on the sector in which the companies are active,
as well as their historical trajectory in relation to the treatment and support of other related issues, such as CSR. Besides,
it would be interesting to analyze whether the current results vary according to the type of activism (political or social),
given that the current work was carried out using both types together. Finally, it would be relevant to analyze the per-
ceptions of other stakeholders such as employees or investors, given their importance in the company.

In summary, multiple factors of interest for the deve- The support for social, political, and en-
lopment of corporate activism can be analyzed in the vironmental issues by companies in an

future. It is foreseeable that this phenomenon will gar- . inol larized - ;
ner greater importance in organizations, indicating the Increasingly polarized society Suggests

importance of learning more about its implications for that divergent reactions may be produ-
companies and their consumers. ced in consumer behaviors
6. Note

1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the Spanish population are based on Centro de Investigaciones Socioldgicas (CIS)
research (barometers, social and political surveys), and other public sources (i.e., INE).
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