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ABSTRACT: Politically motivated consumption behaviors (such as boycotts) are a 

significant source of human rights mobilization, yet the roots of individual consumption 

decisions are under-explored in the human rights literature. This article uses original national 

survey data to evaluate key factors that influence individual engagement in political 

consumption, highlighting the role that personal interest, access to particular types of 

information, and a sense of efficacy all play in shaping the decision to consume ethically. 

 

Consumer choices of products and services in the marketplace are conventionally thought 

of as a domain of economics rather than politics.  One might even say that consumer choice is 

the antithesis of political choice, because consumer decisions are individualized , and are not 

directed at selecting governments or influencing the state.2 Yet consumption is arguably a more 

common type of behavior than any form of political behavior (e.g., voting, lobbying, protesting, 

etc.) considered in conventional political research. Within the realm of human rights, ethically 

motivated consumption behaviors (such as boycotts) have given average people the ability to 

influence state and corporate action on issues as wide-ranging as apartheid, child labor and 

sweatshops.3 
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Not only does it seem certain that the average citizen currently spends more time 

choosing what to buy than who to vote for, but  this has probably been true throughout the 

modern history of representative democracy. As conventional forms and organizations of 

political participation have evolved, we argue that the focus of research on political behavior and 

on human rights should broaden as well, to pay closer attention to political consumption.4 

Decisions to choose goods based on their public impacts (at least in part) are ubiquitous. 

For contemporary consumers, individual identity is increasingly reflected  in personal buying 

decisions. Yet why are some people more likely than others to engage in politically-motivated 

consumption? Are our consumption decisions also linked in some way to our politics, including 

our attitudes about human rights? This article empirically explores a phenomenon we term 

“political consumption,” which is defined as “consumer choice of producers and products made 

with the goal of changing objectionable institutional or market practices…based on attitudes and 

values regarding issues of justice, fairness, or non-economic issues that concern personal and 

family well-being and ethical or political assessment of business and government practice.”5  

We evaluate the factors that influence individual engagement in political consumption, 

using original national survey data.  The empirical literature on determinants of politically-based 

consumption in the United States is limited,6 and the empirical literature on individual political 

consumption behaviors in political sociology has focused more on European contexts.7 Our 

emphasis on political consumption at the individual  level is also distinct from the larger 

literatures on  corporate social responsibility, non-state regulation,  or social movement activism 

on human rights more generally.8 All of these approaches emphasize the role of collective  

behavior in regulating or structuring consumption, not the ultimate consumer behaviors 

themselves. In this article we evaluate the determinants of political consumption behaviors with 
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both environmental and social attributes. The environmental and social features of production 

typically have not been treated jointly in the literatures on ethical consumption9 or human rights, 

with a few exceptions.10  

We find that political consumption behaviors are surprisingly widespread. They tend to 

occur disproportionately among those who are more disaffected with traditional institutions of 

authority (business and government).  We find that the likelihood of engaging in political 

consumption increases significantly commensurate with a person's level of concern about a 

problem, the perceived importance of individual consumption in causing that problem, and  

information about how related goods are produced. Our findings suggest that political 

consumption may be enhanced by increasing  information about a) how products are made and 

b) how consumer decisions are connected to social and environmental outcomes. By contrast, we 

find that political consumption is less likely to be influenced by general information about social 

or environmental conditions, or by increased factual knowledge about international production or 

environmental pollution. 

Our findings are relevant both for scholars of human rights and for activists themselves. 

The dominant strategy of contemporary human rights advocacy has been to carry out extensive 

research in order to establish a line of causality for human rights abuse, and then to engage the 

public in a process of "shaming and blaming" the perpetrators through a variety of tactics 

including lobbying, mass protests, and selective purchasing. The scholarly literature on social 

movement activism around labor rights, in particular, has analyzed boycotts and other protest 

tactics related to ethical consumption.11  But typically, it has focused on interpreting the origins 

and implications of mass behavior as opposed to using public opinion data to assess individual 

consumption decisions. Our aim in this article is to explain the roots of personal decisionmaking 
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on ethical consumption, which constitutes an important source of broader human rights 

mobilization. 

 

Placing Political Consumption in Context 

In textbook economics, the social benefits of consumption are accidental, following 

Adam Smith’s famous adage about the “invisible hand.”  Consumers buy products to advance 

their private well-being.12  Of course, public goods are frequently provided on a voluntary basis, 

and most social scientists (including many economists)13 realize that the textbook consumer 

choice model is inadequate for explaining consumer behavior.14 Adam Smith had no intention of 

implying that his “invisible hand” meant that people should be (or were) exclusively self-

interested in the marketplace. Psychologists, sociologists, and political scientists emphasize that 

social and psychological values, beliefs, and attitudes, play an important role in determining 

individual consumer behaviors.15 

Indeed, the phenomenon of political consumption is not entirely new. Since the sugar 

boycotts of the late 18th century abolitionist movement, people have attempted use their personal 

purchasing power to influence public policy.16 At the height of the “abstention” movement in 

late eighteenth century Britain, sugar was Britain’s largest import by value and most of it was 

produced by slaves. Refusal to consume West Indian sugar (i.e., “abstention”) was seen as a 

political act of protest against slavery.  It began in the 1750s with British and American Quakers 

who sought to purify themselves from involvement in the sin of slavery. In 1791, following the 

rejection of a Parliamentary bill to abolish slavery, the practice expanded to the larger anti-

slavery movement. Encouraged by abolitionist pamphlets, an estimated 5% of Britain’s 

population of 8 million actively boycotted slave sugar. 17  
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Achieving its main force among middle-class women, the abstention or “free sugar” 

movement was not just a boycott of sugar and rum.  Members of the movement engaged in 

consumption behavior that explicitly called attention to their cause.  In keeping with modern day 

political consumption efforts, abstainers recommended the alternative use of East Indian sugar 

which was not made with slave labor; consumption of it grew tenfold following the first boycott 

in 1791. To publically display fealty to their cause, anti-slave women purchased Wedgewood 

brooches, hairpins, bracelets and pin boxes with engravings of a kneeling and enchained child. In 

the 1820s, anti-slave women served their tea on china that depicted images of the suffering of 

slaves.18 

Consumers today can choose from a wider range of products sourced globally than ever 

before. Unlike the early abolitionists, today's ethical consumers can justify their purchasing 

decisions in terms of human rights explicitly (though not all do). They also have a broader range 

of ways to engage in political consumption. Whole industries have emerged since the 1970s, 

focusing on “ethical investment” in terms of portfolio management;19 labor rights monitoring in 

manufacturing;20 monitoring of corporate environmental practices; or creation of products such 

as “fair trade” foodstuffs and crafts. 21 From a public policy standpoint, the emergence of these 

new forms of political consumption is noteworthy for several reasons. They offer consumers the 

opportunity to influence public policy in ways other than voting. They present market-based 

alternatives to conventional state-led regulation of production. And they represent a growing 

segment of the overall economy both in countries where ethically-produced products are grown 

or made and in those countries where such products are consumed.  

Despite its historical and contemporary significance, political consumption has been 

surprisingly neglected by political science and human rights scholarship. In the United States, 
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research related to political consumption has entered mainstream political science mainly via the 

study of organizations and social movement advocacy.  For example, we see work on national 

and international efforts to regulate child or prison labor, or to encourage extra-legal “corporate 

social responsibility.”22 Such scholarship focuses primarily either on interest group politics (i.e., 

lobbying to change public laws and regulations) or on “private regulation” (i.e., through 

voluntary labeling or third-party auditing systems).  Consumer attitudes and behaviors have 

generally been overlooked or given short shrift in this research.  For example, almost no work 

exists on individual-level factors that produce politically motivated consumption. 

The emerging work that does exist suffers from several limitations that constrain the 

ability of scholars to make inferences about political consumption as a mass political 

phenomenon. First, its regional focus is narrow: little research has been conducted in the United 

States. Existing studies are generally limited to northwestern Europe, especially Scandinavia and 

the United Kingdom.23  Perhaps the most closely related literatures are those on 

“environmentally significant behavior”24 and ethical consumption behavior.25 But this literature 

tends to overlook the social dimensions of the issues, and is concerned more with impacts of 

behavior than with motivation per se. The ethical consumption literature is connected to political 

consumption, but it also contains few empirical studies of consumers, and has a European 

focus.26  

Second, existing research on political consumption behavior tends to be either qualitative 

or to draw insights from non-generalizable samples.27 Stolle et alia’s study, which appeared in 

International Political Science Review, contains a very developed survey of political 

consumption behavior and its association with individual beliefs and attitudes, but it draws on a 
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convenience (non-representative) sample of 1,065 college students in three countries: Canada, 

Belgium and Sweden.28  

Third, existing research with random samples has been primarily limited to descriptive 

and demographic analysis.29  These studies suggest that females, those with higher incomes, and 

those with higher education levels are more likely to be political consumers. A more substantive 

finding emerging from studies in European countries is that political consumption is motivated 

both by individual social capital (i.e., by membership in associations and general trust) and by a 

lack of trust in existing institutions.30 These studies also find that political consumption is 

positively associated with more conventional forms of individualized political participation, like 

signing petitions or donating money to candidates -- contra theorists like Beck.31  Goul Andersen 

and Tobiasen,32 for example, find that political consumption is considered to be a relatively 

efficient mode of political behavior among Danish citizens, and conclude “in short, we have no 

reservations about characterizing political consumerism as a new and genuine mode of political 

participation."33 

There are significant limitations of existing work for helping us understand the United 

States’ context, in particular. An important one is that this work considers political consumer 

behavior very generally, rather than in particular policy areas. Nor does existing work assess 

which contextual and attitudinal factors (except for interpersonal and institutional trust) promote 

behavior in different areas.  This literature also provides little insight into how to promote 

political consumption.  (To be fair, this is not the intent of such studies.) Perhaps most 

importantly, given the huge number of institutional and cultural differences between the United 

States and Western European or Scandinavian countries, there is good reason to doubt that what 

we know about that region of the world applies to America.34 
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These gaps in the literature are at odds with reality on the ground: consumption is 

ubiquitous in modern societies. Conventionally defined consumer choices are much more 

numerous than are conventionally defined political behaviors, and are no less consequential. It 

would be hard to argue, for example, that my purchase of fair trade coffee has less influence on 

the creation of a domestic market for such coffee than does my individual vote for a politician 

who will advocate for related trade reform. Nor is it obvious that such a choice has less 

expressive or persuasive value.  While my consumer behavior may not necessarily be directed at 

conventional political institutions (such as elected political representative), it is nevertheless 

directed at the public square in a broader sense. In the realm of labor and economic rights 

advocacy, ethical consumption have proven to be one of the most effective strategies available to 

consumers seeking to influence corporate conduct.35 Yet we lack a fundamental understanding of 

the micro-foundations of such behavior; this article thus attempts to fill that gap, for political 

scientists and human rights scholars more broadly. 

 

Political Consumption In Practice: Green, and Social Purchasing Behavior 

In Spring 2009, we asked the University of Connecticut’s Center for Survey Research 

and Analysis to conduct a comprehensive national population telephone survey of political 

consumption attitudes and behaviors in the United States.  This survey asked 1,006 adults about 

their knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors related to several consumption issues.  Among 

the questions we asked in the survey were whether respondents had engaged in any of the 

following decisions in the previous year: 

--Stopped buying a product from a company because it uses sweat shops; 
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--Stopped buying from a company that pays its foreign workers wages less than what is 

necessary to live above the poverty line in their country; 

--Stopped buying a product because it was made by a company that treats animals 

inhumanely; 

--Stopped buying a product from a company because of its pollution record. 

 

All four of these questions address purchasing decisions that are central to the wider political 

consumption literature,36 and resemble questions asked in previous surveys.37 Figures 1 and 2 

depict the prevalence of political consumption behavior in our sample.  

Overall, politically motivated consumption is widespread. Depending on the question, 

political purchasing decisions were made in the last year by between 28% and 37% of 

Americans.  Very few people (only about 10%) claimed to have made changes based on all four 

issues in the last year.  Most (around 58%) said they had engaged in at least one of the four 

actions, and more than one in three (35%) answered “yes” to at least two items. We classified the 

questions on sweatshops and wages as “social” in nature, and the questions on animal treatment 

and pollution as “green” in nature. Comparing “green” to “social” consumption responses, we 

found that green motivations appear to be more prevalent: about half of respondents said that 

they had engaged in one of the two green consumption choices (i.e., as per responses to 

questions on animal treatment and pollution). Only two in five people claimed to have engaged 

in one of the social consumption choices (i.e., as per responses to questions on sweatshops and 

wages). About one in five people said they had engaged in both of the actions related to green 

choices or both of the actions related to social consumption choices.  
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Figures 1 and 2 here 

 

This pattern of responses is broadly consistent with consumer research on ethically 

oriented consumption more generally.38 In contrast to the popular notion that political 

consumption is more widespread in Europe than in the United States, we found a higher overall 

level of engagement in political consumption actions than did Neilson and Paxton39  for 20 

European countries in 2002-2003. We found that 58% of our sample reported engaging in 

political consumption, versus 34% of Neilson and Paxton’s sample. Our results also suggest that 

political consumption behavior in the United States is more than twice what Starr40 found in 

2004. Several factors may explain this discrepancy.  First, there is abundant evidence that 

political consumption behavior has increased dramatically in the United States over the last 

decade. Volumes of certified Fair Trade coffee, tea, and cocoa imported into the USA increased 

by about 450%, 700%, and 520%, respectively between 2003 and 2008.41 Aguilar and Vlosky42 

also found significantly higher willingness to pay for sustainable wood products in 2005 

compared to 1995.  Second, because our questions refer to actual concrete political consumption 

behaviors rather than general attitudes, they may have elicited greater recall of such decisions by 

respondents. 

 

A conceptual model of political consumption behavior 

Here we lay out a simple explanatory model of political consumption behavior, defined 

as the likelihood of switching products in the last twelve months for one or more ethical 

consumption rationales.  The basic model we rely on is an Attitude-Behavior-Context (ABC) 

framework. In this framework, behaviors are fundamentally a function of attitudinal factors (A), 
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which provide an intrinsic motivation for behavior (B).  However, context (C) mediates the 

conversion of attitudes into behavior.  Contextual features may serve as barriers (or facilitators), 

reducing the effect of positive (or negative) attitudes.  A schematic representation of our model is 

given in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3 about here 

 

Motivational factors  

Our model of attitudes suggests that individuals are more likely to engage in political 

consumption under three circumstances. First, they are more likely to engage in such behavior 

when they perceive current conditions in an issue area to be poor.  Second, individuals are more 

likely to engage in political consumption when the issue area of action is more important to 

them.  For example, previous research links one’s level of environmental concern with 

willingness to pay more for environmental products.43  Third, political consumption will be more 

likely when consumption is believed to be related to the solution of the problem.  People may be 

concerned about an issue, but if they fail to connect individual consumption decisions to the 

social and environmental problems, they will not engage in ethically motivated consumption.  

Consider the issue of poor wages and working conditions.  I may value having safe 

working conditions for all and acknowledge that my consumption decisions play a role in 

undermining safe working conditions. But if I consider working conditions generally to be good 

around the world, I am less likely to make a choice to switch products based on poor working 

conditions of production.  Similarly, I may think that the state of the environment is poor and 

worry about the environment as an issue; yet if I think that my consumption decisions have little 
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impact on the problem, I will be more likely to choose products with little consideration for their 

environmental impact.  For purposes of this article, we  do not stipulate that these conditions are 

all necessary ones, but we do expect that satisfying two (or three) of the conditions matters more 

than satisfying one (or two). 

Existing studies on political consumption tend to point to a few attitudinal factors that 

predict political consumption. The first is political empowerment.  Nielsen and Paxton 44 develop 

the idea of social capital as a proxy for political empowerment. They rely on both degree of 

general trust and extent of associational membership to indicate social capital, which might be 

considered a facilitating condition more than a specific motivation. (Nielson and Paxton measure 

social capital based on an attitude—high interpersonal trust—and a contextual condition—

associational memberships.) Starr45 considers political engagement, and finds that those who 

consider themselves more politically engaged are more likely to consume politically. 

An important limitation of both of these studies is that they do not specify any particular 

motivation for political consumption, per se. Their models refer to items typically found in 

models of conventional political participation, such voting or working for political candidates.46  

The theoretical accounts of political consumption portray it as an alternative (or substitute) 

method of participation.47  For example, Stolle, Hooghe, and Micheletti48 show that for  samples 

of Belgian, Swedish and Canadian college students,  political consumption is more likely to 

occur among those who believe that conventional participation is ineffective, and that 

unconventional participation is effective. 

 

Contextual constraints  
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Unlike the qualities of many goods demanded by consumers, political consumption 

generally turns on product qualities that are neither directly observable in the store aisle nor 

experienced through use of the product.  Consumers  rely on product labels, advertising, or other 

sources of information about production processes when making choices. This means that the 

availability and credibility of product information is likely to affect consumer decision-making.  

To our knowledge, no previous studies of political consumption behavior have attempted to 

control for the effect of the availability of products and credibility of product information  in 

affecting engagement in political consumption.  

Four aspects of information seem critical for facilitating political consumption: a) easily 

available information about production characteristics, b) reliable information about production 

characteristics, c) high factual knowledge on the part of consumers’ themselves about issues, and 

finally d) wide availability/access to alternative goods.  Even if people are motivated to buy more 

ethically produced goods, high costs of information on which to base decisions will reduce 

political consumption actions. Furthermore, if information is perceived to be untrustworthy (due 

to inaccuracy or bias), people otherwise ready to make ethical purchases will be unwilling to do 

so.  By contrast, when consumers encounter common, easy-to-understand labeling and find other 

shortcuts in place to help them differentiate how classes of products are made, they will 

generally be more likely to translate salient preferences into action.       

 

Other contextual barriers 

We expect two additional contextual factors to influence political consumption behavior: 

income and education.  Their likely importance is derived from a conventional resource model of 

participation.49  These two factors are also included in most existing empirical work on 
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politically motivated consumption50 as well as in related work on consumer willingness to pay 

for “green” products.51  Intuitively, both income and education should influence political 

consumption in basically the same direction as they do for conventional political engagement 

(i.e., they should be positively correlated with political consumption).  However, we would argue 

that their effects will be weaker for political consumption, because political consumption does 

not require the specialized communication skills and networks that political participation tends to 

demand. Instead, political consumption can be more easily combined with  basic economic 

provisioning than can conventional political participation.  

 

Model estimation 

We estimate two models for each of the seven measures of political consumption: the 

four individual questions, green consumption, social consumption, and general political 

consumption.  We first estimated a simple version of our model in which all of the items 

contributing to “motivation” and “facilitating conditions” are entered.  We then estimate models 

that include terms used in previous work: trust (general and institutional), and political 

engagement.    This allows us to compare our results against these models. We also include, as a 

control, political ideology -- a variable that is surprisingly excluded from a number of existing 

studies52 but which is commonly linked to unconventional political participation.53  We include 

ideology in order to evaluate whether political consumption is indeed related to specific attitudes 

about human rights and sustainability, or to more general ideological positions. 

 

Statistical Model and estimation 

Our basic empirical model is: 
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Pr(switch product for political reasons) =  logit [ seriousness of the problem, concern about 

problem, salience of consumption, information availability, organizational membership, 

trustworthy information, product availability, issue knowledge, income, education, generalized 

trust, institutional trust, political engagement, ideology.]  

 

The first ten terms are based on our model. The other four items -- trust, internal efficacy 

(along with organizational membership), and ideology -- are included in order to compare our 

model’s explanatory power to that of previous explanations.  Question wording and 

operationalization details are provided in Appendix 1. 

 

Results and Discussion 

In all of our empirical models, the dependent variable takes two values: whether or not a 

respondent switched products in the last year for a specific ethical reason, or a combination of 

them.  For this reason, we use a logit estimation procedure.  Table 1 displays the odds-ratios 

from the logit analysis for the likelihood of switching products for environmental reasons 

("green"), for social motives ("social"), or for either motive ("any").  Estimates of switching for 

each of the four ethical motives individually (i.e., pollution, unethical treatment of animals, 

inadequate wages, and sweatshop working conditions) are available from the authors. The 

coefficients are similar to those reported here. Summary statistics for all variables are included in 

Appendix 2. 

Each estimated coefficient in Table 1 represents the change in the odds of answering 

“yes” for a one unit change in the named variable.  Thus, an estimate of .66 in column 1 for “HH 
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income” (i.e., household income) suggests that respondents in households who report earning 

more than $75,000 per year are less likely (i.e., 66% as likely) to report switching products in the 

last year for at least one of the reasons we asked about in our survey. The estimate of 1.4 for 

“concerned about personal consumption effects on the natural environment” implies that people 

who are  concerned “a great deal” (response 2) are more likely  (i.e., 140% as likely) to engage in 

political consumption than those who are concerned “a fair amount” (response 3).   

 

Table 1 about here 

 

Overall model performance. 

Based on the measures of fit, our model does fair job of predicting whether respondents 

engaged in at least one type of political consumption during the last 12 months, raising the 

number of correct classifications from 58% (the overall incidence of positive responses) to 69%. 

The pseudo-R2 is 18.5%.  Comparing the fit statistics for the three specifications shows that 

most of this increase in explanatory power comes from the specific elements of our model rather 

than from controls.  The general model has similar results whether one looks only at 

“environmental” or “socially” motivated political consumption. 

   

Motivational factors. 

Our results suggest that those expressing greater concern about particular problems, and 

who think their consumption decisions worsen those problems, are more likely to consume 

politically. For example, someone who is concerned “a great deal” about the impact of their own 

consumption decisions on environmental pollution is over 50% more likely to engage in green 
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political consumption than someone who is only “fairly concerned” about the impact of those 

consumption decisions on the environment, all else being equal.  And those who worry more 

about wages and working condition are about twice as like to engage in some form of political 

consumption than those who are not. In and of themselves, believing that conditions are bad has 

almost no substantive effect on action, and the estimates are all statistically insignificant in the 

full model (column A3, B3, C3).54   

How much impact does motivation play? Based on the results in column A3, holding all 

of the other measures at their mean, the model predicts that a person who scores high on all of 

the motivation variables has an 86% probability of having recently engaging in political 

consumption, while someone scoring low on all of them has an 8% probability.   The 

corresponding predictions for social consumption are 71% and 8%, and for environmental 

consumption, 76% and 8%.  

Overall then, it appears that motivation plays an important role in ethical consumption. It 

is essential to note, however, that simply believing that conditions are bad has little independent 

impact on the likelihood of consuming ethically. More important is active concern about the 

problem and linking personal consumption to that concern. The parallels with traditional social 

mobilization around human rights are clear: advocacy organizations and networks craft a clear 

and compelling causal story of abuse and embed the listener or viewer in the narrative as an 

agent of change who can "shame and blame" the perpetrators into reform.55 The individual 

viewer/listener is thus cast as an agent with a personal responsibility to act. For our purposes in 

this article, understanding the roots of motivation to engage in political consumption is crucial to 

interpreting this form of human rights activism; so, too, is understanding how information 

constraints affect personal choice, to which we now turn.  
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Information/Context. 

The results for the context variables in our model suggest that information availability 

may play a large role in some types of political consumption behavior.  Those who agree that 

information about how products are made is hard to find are only 75% as likely to have engaged 

in green consumption in the last year as those who do not have that problem. Based on the full 

models results in column B3, holding all other values at their mean, someone who strongly 

disagrees that “getting information about how products are made is too time-consuming” is 

estimated to have a 62% chance of saying that they consumed politically in the last year, while 

someone who strongly agrees with the statement has only a 38% probability.  The overall 

incidence of green consumption among those strongly disagreeing with the statement was 67% 

and the overall incidence of green consumption about those strongly agreeing was 41%. 

(Roughly 20% gave strongly agree responses and 20% gave strongly disagree responses.)  

We do find evidence that several other contextual factors that are likely to impact the 

ease of making political consumption choices. More associational memberships are estimated to 

have quite a large impact on political consumption. Being in all three of the groups we asked 

about (unions, environmental groups and churches) raises the incidence of political, social and 

environmental consumption from 55% , 37%, and 45% (respectively) to 82%, 82%, and 72%. 

Controlling for other factors in the model, the predicted probability of engaging in political 

consumption goes from 53% if one belongs in zero groups, to 79% if one belongs to three.  

One caveat here is that two of the three groups that we use to measure strength of 

associational membership (unions and environmental groups) are directly connected to the 

particular issues we ask about. This raises questions about whether the measure of associational 
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membership captures a preference to engage in political consumption rather than measuring the 

impact of membership on information or external motivation, as we suggest.  This objection is 

not as strong as it appears at first blush. 

First of all, we control for attitudinal factors closely related to the types of consumption 

we ask about. So, insofar as these groups “select for” more motivated members, that motivation 

is directly controlled for (a fact not true of in any previous studies that estimate the social effect 

of group membership on behavior).  Second, the selection effect among our groups is probably 

large only in the case of  membership in environmental organizations, since these are special 

purpose organizations that certainly select for those motivated to engage in environmental 

politics. If we drop environmental groups from our associational membership measure, and 

instead use only membership in unions and frequency of church attendance, we still find that 

being a member of either of these two groups raises the odds of  green and social consumption 

by about 30%. The incidence of political consumption among those who are neither members of 

unions nor frequent church attendees is 59%; the incidence among those who are members of 

unions and frequent attendees is 78%.   

The model estimates also suggest that a lack of easily available information may also 

deter social consumption, but these results are much weaker, and not statistically significant. 

(The social consumption incidences for the two extreme responses are 53% and 36%.)  Factual 

knowledge about issues appears to have little or no discernible impact on engagement in either 

social or environmentally-motivated consumption.   

Somewhat surprisingly, we find that higher household income (over $75, 000) is 

associated with a lower likelihood of engaging in political consumption. This result is 

unexpected. A more disaggregated assessment, breaking income into five levels (i.e., less than 
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$25,000;  $25,000 to $50,000; $50,000 to $75,000; $75,000 to $100,000;  and over $100,000) 

shows that the incidence of political consumption in each income group is, respectively: 60%, 

66%, 61%, 47%, and 52%. It seems plausible that households with very low income are resource 

constrained: they are less likely to have the resources to devote to evaluating or choosing 

products for political criteria.  Those with higher incomes are not so constrained.56 What seems 

clear is that political consumption is much less prevalent among those who have the means to do 

so, but who tend to have considerable access/influence in conventional channels of political 

participation. 

 

Controls. 

Generally speaking the results for the other control variables are in the predicted 

direction, but most impacts are either much less pronounced than previously suggested, or else 

the estimated impacts diminish significantly once we control for motivation and contextual 

issues in our model. True to the idea that political consumption is an avenue of participation used 

by those who are frustrated with normal political participation, we find that lower levels of 

institutional trust in government and business are associated with a higher likelihood of political 

consumption. Moving one category in a trusting direction (either with respect to trust in business 

or government) is associated with around a 30% greater likelihood of engaging in some form of 

ethical consumption. However, it does not appear from our results that people who engage in 

political forms of consumption abandon more conventional forms political participation: 

conventional participation (proxied by self-reported turnout in the 2008 election) is positively 

associated with ethical consumption, but the effect is not statistically significant (results not 

reported).    



  21 

Generalized trust has inconsistent and weak effects. Those who exhibit low interpersonal 

trust are only about 75% as likely to engage in at least one type of political consumption as those 

who exhibit high trust. This effect is not statistically significant.  Trust does seem to matter for 

environmental consumption; however, examining responses to individual questions reveals that 

only when it comes switching products because of a company’s inhumane treatment of animals 

does interpersonal trust seem to matter.  

Our model from Figure 3 appears to account for a considerable amount of variation that 

might otherwise be attributed to political ideology or general social efficacy.  Strong 

conservatives appear less than half as likely to engage in political consumption as liberals only if 

we fail to account for motivations and context (compare the middle column of Table 1 for 

political, environmental and social consumption). Once we account for these facts, ideology’s 

impact is attenuated significantly, particularly when it comes to environmental forms of political 

consumption.  This reflects the fact that environmental pollution and the ethical treatment of 

animals are regarded as “valence issues,” while fair wages and working conditions in poor 

countries are more partisan as they touch on questions of trade and economic policy design.  A 

similar result seems to hold with respect to social efficacy.  A modest estimated positive effect of 

efficacy reverts to zero once we control for specific motivational factors. 

 

Conclusion 

 Based on our 2009 survey results, we find that using the market to advance or express 

political goals is a form of political participation that most Americans engage in.  The results in 

this paper suggest that citizens are more likely to engage in political consumption when they are 

concerned about underlying issues and feel that their personal actions are related to the resolution 
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of those issues. Ideology and individualized social trust have far less impact on political 

consumption.  Furthermore, political consumption is more likely when there is easier access to 

information about products and greater social group involvement, with the latter serving as an 

important resource for information. 

 True to the idea that political consumption is partly a product of frustration with 

conventional participation (but not a substitute for it), political consumption is more likely 

among those with lower levels of trust in existing government and market actors. It may, in turn, 

help promote individuals to take personal responsibility for engaging in politics. The trend 

toward cause-oriented product marketing associated with human rights causes may engage a 

broader cross-section of people than would conventional letter-writing campaigns or protest 

events. The question is whether purchasing behavior will become connected to more sustained 

forms of advocacy.  

 Indeed, research on political consumption as a form of political participation is still in its 

infancy. Our project has some important limitations that should be addressed in future research. 

First, our project has asked about a relatively specific set of political consumption behaviors 

relating to specific issues. There are certainly other issues for which one might expect political 

values to motivate behavior. In addition, we asked about changes in specific product choices, and 

not about political motivations behind choice of retailers. Some other scholars have pioneered 

this type of research57 but we have yet to do so. 

 Second, our work here does not really allow us to address the extent of political 

consumption among individuals, e.g., how often or how many consumption decisions they make 

for political reasons. Work of this type might help to evaluate how frequently politics enters into 

the consumption decision.  A third shortcoming is that in a survey format, we deal with 
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retrospective reports of behavior. Alternative approaches, such as lab or field experiments, could 

provide alternative sources of evidence about the role of political or “common good” criteria in 

marketplace behaviors.58  Finally, future work would benefit from more explicit attempts to 

identify links between consumers' political behavior and demands for broader political or policy 

reform.  In what ways, if any, do (or should) political consumption trends affect official policy 

making in regulatory matters? Our research offers a sorely needed corrective to the relative 

silence on contemporary political consumption in both political science and human rights 

scholarship. 
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Table 1 Regression results: estimates are odds ratios
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Figure 2:  
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Figure 3: A simple model of political consumption 
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Appendix 1 
 
Current state conditions 
Respondent understanding of the current condition of the environment and current conditions for 
workers was assessed using answers to the following questions: “How would you rate condition 
of the natural environment around the world today” and “How would you rate the treatment of 
workers around the world today.” For both questions, respondents were given the following 
answer choices: Excellent (=5), good (=4), fair (=3), poor (=2), very poor (=1). “Don’t knows” 
and refusals (20 and 58, respectively) were recoded to the modal values for the question, “Fair.” 
 
Issue Concern 
To gauge concern about the environment and worker conditions, we used information from five 
issue concern items (i.e., three related to environmental issues and two related to social/worker 
issues).   
 “I am going to read you a list of problems in society.  As I read each one, please tell me if you 
personally are very, somewhat, a little, or not worried at all about this problem… 

Unsafe working conditions for workers in third world countries 
Foreign workers earning wages less than what is necessary to live above the poverty line 
in their country 
The inhumane treatment of animals 
Global warming 
Pollution of the oceans” 

The few “don’t know” and missing responses were recoded to the median response for each item 
(always one of the intermediate response values). We computed concern indices using factor 
scores of the first and second items (social concern), and of the third and fourth items (green 
concern).   

 
Salience of Consumption  
To capture variation in the salience of consumption behavior, we used questions intended to 
capture concern about the effects of respondents’ own consumption on the environment or wages 
and working conditions: “How concerned are you about the impact of your consumption 
decisions on the natural environment around the world?” and “How concerned are you about the 
impact of your consumption decisions on the treatment of workers around the world?”  For both 
questions, respondents had the following choices: A great deal (=4), A Fair amount, Only a little, 
Not at all (=1). The few don’t knows (10 and 17, respectively) were recoded to the modal 
response, “A fair amount.” 
 
Product information availability and reliability 
To assess the amount and reliability of information about production processes relevant to 
political consumption, we asked about respondents’ level of agreement (four-item response 
scale, 4 = strongly agree) with the following two statements:  a) obtaining “information about 
how a product is made is too time-consuming” and b) “Information available about how a 
product is made is often not trustworthy.” 
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“Don’t knows” (35 and 85, respectively) were coded as the modal response: 
“Somewhat agree” 
 
Access to ethically produced goods: Since we expect that living closer to a wider variety of 
products facilitates brand switching regardless of the reason, greater access to a diversity of 
goods is expected to increase political consumption. As a proxy for this, we relied on the Nielsen 
measure of the respondents’ market size: A,B,C,D.   An “A” level rating (=4) means that the 
respondent resides in one of the largest 21 Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA) in the country. 
The category contains about 40% of US households. A “B” (=3) rating is for counties in MSA’s 
of over 85,000 people and not designated A. It contains about 30% of US households. A “C” 
(=2) rating applies to counties in MSA’s of between 20,000 and 85,000 people. A “D” (=1) 
ranking applies to the remaining counties. C and D rated counties each contain about 15% of US 
households.  
 
Factual knowledge  

We measured knowledge about environmental and working conditions in developing 
countries from the number of correct responses to the several factual questions related to 
environmental and social aspects of production. 
 
Environment 
“What is the most common cause of pollution of streams, rivers, and oceans?” 
“Ozone forms a protective layer in the earth's upper atmosphere. What does ozone protect us 
from?” 
“Where does most of the garbage in the U.S. end up?” 
“What is the most common reason that an animal species becomes extinct?” 
 
Working Conditions in Developing Countries  
“What is the primary function of the World Trade Organization?” 
“What percent of the store price of athletic shoes manufactured in Asia goes to pay the workers 
who created the product?” 
 
Income 
Income is based on households reporting an annual income of more than $75,000. 
 
Education 
Education is based on respondents reporting that they have at least a college degree. 
 
Associational membership 
More involvement in organizations raises interactions with others and opportunities to develop 
civic skills, both factors shown to be important resources in political participation (Schlozman,  
Verba and Brady 1995).  Neilson and Paxton (2010) show that a larger number of organization 
affiliations is associated with a greater likelihood of political consumption.  We rely on a count 
(0-3) for reported a) membership in a trade union, b) membership in an environmental or human 
rights group, and c) church attendance at least monthly. (Concerns that regular church attendance 
is inversely related to political consumption are unfounded. We entered the three measures 
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separately, and found that all three are positively associated with of all of our measures of 
political consumption.) 
 
Trust 
Generalized trust is based on the commonly used item:  “Generally speaking, would you say that 
most people can be trusted or that you can't be too careful in dealing with people?” We coded 
“Don’t knows” as non-trusting. Institutional trust is based on response to two questions with four 
item response scales (Just about always, Most of the Time, Just Some of the time, Never): “How 
much of the time do you think you can trust the government in Washington to do what's right” 
and “How much of the time do you think you can trust the businesses to do what's right.” 
 
Efficacy  
Our measure of efficacy is not a direct measure of political efficacy, but of general personal 
efficacy. “Overall, how much impact do you think people like you can have in making the world 
a better place to live? A Big impact , a moderate impact , a small impact, or no impact at all.”  
Don’t know and Refusals were recoded to modal value: moderate impact  
 
Political Values/Ideology  
“In your political thinking, do you think of yourself as being very liberal, somewhat liberal, 
somewhat conservative or very conservative? 
Very Liberal, Somewhat Liberal, Somewhat Conservative, Very Conservative 
Don’t know, neither (volunteered) and refusals are recoded based on Party Identification. 
Democrats are recoded as “somewhat liberal”, Republicans and Independents are recoded as 
“Somewhat conservative”  
 
Income 
“For classification purposes only, is the total yearly income of all the members of your family 
now living at home home less than $50,000 or is it $50,000 or more.” A follow-up question asks 
whether income is $0-25k, 25-50k, 50-75k 75-100k, or over 100k.  We recode to create a dummy 
variable for income for those reporting income over 75k.   
 
Age 
Based on response to a question about year of birth.  Responses are recoded to produce a dummy 
variable for under 30 and another for over 65. 
 
Access to Ethically Produced Goods 
Based on the Nielsen media market code (A,B,C,D), where higher letter implies smaller market. 
All of the cell phone sample is coded as A (large market). 
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Appendix 2: Summary statistics 
 
 
 
    Variable |       Obs        Mean    Std. Dev.       Min        Max 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
     ethical |      1006    .5924453     .491624          0          1 
      social |      1006    .4115308    .4923557          0          1 
       green |      1006    .4910537    .5001686          0          1 
          q1 |      1006     2.88668    .8872124          1          5 
          q2 |      1006    2.654076    .8355403          1          5 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
   envconcon |      1006    2.932406    .9225767          1          4 
   socconcon |      1006    2.819085    .9542122          1          4 
  f1envissue |      1006    4.08e-09    .8093205  -1.954841   .9527269 
 f1workissue |      1006   -1.78e-09    .7504976   -1.66356   .9349785 
       qagr2 |      1006     2.56163    1.052681          1          4 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
       qagr3 |      1006    2.661034    .9225816          1          4 
   knowethic |      1006    3.569583    1.357723          0          6 
       avail |      1006    1.963221    1.065814          1          4 
      inco75 |      1006    .3111332    .4631874          0          1 
 colgradplus |      1006     .473161    .4995275          0          1 
-------------+-------------------------------------------------------- 
       trust |      1006    .5636183    .4961829          0          1 
 instrustinv |      1006    5.446322    1.004765          2          8 
    efficacy |      1006    2.789264    .8518777          1          4 
       ideol |      1006    2.628231     .851664          1          4 
    assocmem |      1006    .7753479    .6745027          0          3 
 
 
Note: These are the unweighted values of the summary statistics. They reflect the exact size of 
the range, and the approximate size of the means and standard deviations.  Unless otherwise 
noted, values in the text and in regression use survey weights. 
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