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contrast, negative perception resulted in boycott behaviors for Gen Z. 

Keywords  

Brand activism, generation Z, racism, perception, purchase behavior  



 

 

 

 

 

Acknowledgement  

 

We want to acknowledge great appreciation to 

Christian Koch  

For encouraging and leading us to do our best and for giving us excellent 

feedback.    

 

Annika Fjelkner 

For helping us with the grammatical parts of our thesis and for contributing with 

exceptional linguistic proficiency.  

 

Our participants  

For allowing us to explore your perception, thoughts, and purchase intentions 

and for making this thesis possible.   

 

Each other  

For the friendship, encouragement, and laughter’s throughout this period of time. 

 

Kristianstad, 25th of May 2022 

 

                                                                        

          Haya Hejazi                                                                Linnea Larsson 

 



 

 

 

 

Table of content 

 

 

1. Introduction ....................................................................................................... 1 

1.2 Problematization ........................................................................................... 3 

1.2 Purpose .......................................................................................................... 5 

1.3 Research question .......................................................................................... 5 

2. Literature review ............................................................................................... 6 

2.1 From CSR to brand activism ......................................................................... 6 

2.1.1 Political activism .................................................................................... 8 

2.1.2 Taking a stance in racism ...................................................................... 9 

2.1.3 Authentic brand activism ..................................................................... 10 

2.1.4 Inauthentic brand activism ................................................................... 10 

2.2 Brand perception ......................................................................................... 11 

2.2.1 Customer feelings ................................................................................. 12 

2.2.2 Customer trust ...................................................................................... 13 

2.2.3 Brand value .......................................................................................... 13 

2.2.4 Brand authenticity ................................................................................ 14 

2.3 Customer purchase behavior ....................................................................... 14 

2.3.1 Customer purchase intentions .............................................................. 15 

2.3.2 Supporters, boycotters and non-cotters ............................................... 16 

2.4 Summary and conceptual model ................................................................. 18 

3. Methodology .................................................................................................... 21 

3.1 Research approach and strategy .................................................................. 21 

3.2 Data collection ............................................................................................ 22 

3.2.1 Focus groups ........................................................................................ 22 

3.2.2 Complementary questionaries .............................................................. 25 

3.2.3 Participant selection ............................................................................ 26 

3.2.4 Focus group guide ............................................................................... 27 

3.3 Data analysis ............................................................................................... 30 

3.4 Trustworthiness ........................................................................................... 31 

3.5 Limitations .................................................................................................. 32 



 

 

 

 

4. Empirical findings ........................................................................................... 33 

4.1 Gen Z’s perception of activist brands and racism ....................................... 33 

4.1.1 Gen Z’s feelings to activist brands and racism .................................... 33 

4.1.2 Gen Z’s trust to brands engaged in racism .......................................... 34 

4.1.3 Gen Z’s definition of brand value ........................................................ 36 

4.1.4 The importance of authenticity for Gen Z’s perception ....................... 37 

4.1.5 Gen Z and brand association ............................................................... 38 

4.1.6 Cultures effect on Gen Z’s perception ................................................. 39 

4.1.7 Gen Z’s perception of mixed communications ..................................... 41 

4.2 Gen Z’s purchase behavior towards activist brands .................................... 41 

4.2.1 Gen Z’s purchase intentions ................................................................ 42 

4.2.2 Gen Z as supporters, boycotters and non-cotters ................................ 43 

4.3 Summary of empirical findings and updated conceptual model ................. 44 

5. Discussion ......................................................................................................... 47 

5.1 Gen Z’s brand perception ............................................................................ 47 

5.2 Gen Z’s purchase behavior .......................................................................... 51 

6. Conclusion ........................................................................................................ 54 

6.1 Summary of thesis ....................................................................................... 54 

6.2 Theoretical contributions ............................................................................ 55 

6.3 Managerial contributions ............................................................................ 56 

6.4 Societal contributions .................................................................................. 56 

6.5 Critical review and recommendations for future research .......................... 57 

References ............................................................................................................ 58 

APPENDIX 1 – Complementary questionaries – Swedish .............................. 65 

APPENDIX 2 – Brands ....................................................................................... 66 

APPENDIX 3 – Focus group Guide .................................................................. 69 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1 A framework that shows regressive and progressive brand activism ...... 8 

Figure 2 Conceptual model .................................................................................. 20 

Figure 3 Examples of brands ................................................................................ 28 

Figure 4 Updated conceptual model..................................................................... 46 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1 Summary of litterature review ................................................................. 18 

Table 2 Summary of focus groups........................................................................ 24 

Table 3 Summary of focus groups participants .................................................... 26 

Table 4 Semi-strucutured questions ..................................................................... 29 

Table 5 Summary of the empirical findings based on the conceptual model ....... 45 

 

 



Hejazi & Larsson 

1 

 

1. Introduction 

 

 

“Whenever we see racism, we must condemn it without reservation, without hesitation, 

without qualification” 

-  Antonio Guterres, United Nations Secretary-General, 2021 

In 2018 Nike released a campaign communicating an anti-racist standpoint by starring Colin 

Kaepernick as their front figure for their 30th “just do it” anniversary (Rovell, 2018). Months 

before Nike released the campaign, Kaepernick protested against racial prejudice in the US by 

kneeling during the American national anthem at a football game (The Guardian Sports, 2019). 

Not so long after, the ice-cream brand Ben and Jerry, who are known to derive a cause-driven 

operation, began communicating the same anti-racist standpoint as an answer to George Floyd’s 

death (Kelly, 2020).  Georg Floyd was an African American who was arrested and killed by a 

white police officer who chocked Floyd to death despite him asking for help. Floyd’s death 

later became the starting point for the 2000th century’s Black Life’s Matter (BLM) movement 

(Kelly, 2020). Ben and Jerry has since then changed their appearance on chosen ice-cream 

packaging to anti-racist messages, and the brand posts anti-racist communications on its social 

platforms to protest against inequalities based on race (Newhart, 2019).   

Racism is just one out of many socio-political issues facing our society (Regeringskansliet, 

2022) and modern citizens are losing faith in the governments’ efforts to fight racial 

discrimination. Avihu (2015) claimed that our modern society is filled with patterns of verbal 

and non-verbal racial discrimination, that intentionally or unintentionally communicate 

negative attitudes aimed at a certain race different from your own. Further, Avihu (2015) 

claimed that these incidents are more frequent in today’s society than one might think and that 

it has a negative effect on the society (Avihu, 2015). Additionally, Sonnegad et al., (2017) also 

studied modern racism and presented arguments supporting Avihu (2015) statements. For 

example, Sonnegad et al., (2017) presented in their study that it is difficult for dark skinned 

people to get employment because of their skin color. The authors argued that if identical 

resumes were sent to various workplaces, names generally connected to white-skinned cultures 

got called for an interview, whilst names connected to a darker skin-tone were neglected 
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(Sonnegad et al., 2017). Both Sonnegad et al., (2017) and Avihu (2015) agreed that despite a 

modern world fighting inequalities, we still live in a society where we value races differently, 

and that society needs to unite if we wish to see a change. Brands all over the world have as a 

result of the societies demand for a shift, started to act as change agents and are taking non-

neutral stands in issues of racial inequalities (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020). Brands that take an 

unbiased stand are known as activist brands (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020).  

Brand activism is a concept that has emerged from societies’ demands and generally refers to 

brands taking an unbiased stand in socio-political issues (Sarkar & Kotler, 2018). Brand 

activism is an emerging marketing strategy for brands that wish to stand out in the marketplace 

(Vredenburg et al., 2020).  The concept implies that brands should be transparent and clear 

about their stance and values towards their consumers. Further, brand activism implies risks 

since a mismatch between the brand’s communication and purpose could harm the brand’s 

image (Vredenburg et al., 2020).  Brands that have been existing for decades are now competing 

with younger brands that are born as value-driven, and these brands are more attractive in the 

eye of the consumer (Eyada, 2020). A value-driven brand is a brand that is willing to sacrifice 

profit for the sake of creating a progressive change and impact (Eyada, 2020). The consumer 

segment that is the most value-driven until now and that expresses its values through its choice 

of brands is Gen Z (Doorenbos & Erasmus , 2020). 

Generation Z is called the modern generation and accounts for people born between late 1990’s 

to late 2000’s. This generation is seen as a change initiator since it dares to take issues in its 

own hands and is not afraid to voice its values and beliefs. Gen Z criticizes stereotyping and 

labelling, and it wants to drive positive change in the society (Doorenbos & Erasmus , 2020).  

It was estimated that Gen Z covered 40% of the consumer market in 2020 and its influence on 

purchase behaviors has moved the market from a product focused market to a value-driven 

platform (CGI, 2022). Moreover, this generation wishes to present itself as the most value-

driven age-group whose objective is to work for, buy from and associate with brands that take 

a stance in socio-political issues such as racism (CGI, 2022).  

Even though both Millennials and generation Z have grown up in the same digitalized world, 

and share similar behaviors and values, Saleforce Sweden (2021) argued that Millennials and 

Gen Z perceive brands’ differently. Gen Z has lower trust in brands than Millennials, Gen Z 

values authenticity more and it obtains a higher wish to align with brands that have a unique 
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position (Salesforce Sweden, 2021). These differences are vital from the brands’ perspective 

since brand perception is aligned with authenticity, trust, and value (Eyada, 2020). Therefore, 

as Gen Z is known to be a demanding consumer segment (Salesforce Sweden, 2021), brands 

need to carefully evaluate Gen Z’s perception of brands’ taking a stand in racism to influence 

its purchase behaviors and together make a change for a better society without racism.   

1.2 Problematization  

 

More and more brands are transforming from being corporate-driven to societal-driven brands, 

but to be a successful societal driven brand, more research is needed (Sarkar & Kotler, 2018). 

Activist brands have an important role in modern society and if they wish to succeed as activists, 

their standpoints should be clear and aligned with their operations (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020). 

Vredenburg et al., (2020) examined the factors that make a brand taking a stand in socio-

political issues favorable by providing a typology about brand activism. The authors later 

concluded that the outcome of success depended on the consumers’ perception of the brand and 

its stance (Vredenburg et al., 2020). However, not all customers share the same values and 

perceptions which consequently results in brands losing customers because of discrepancy in 

values (Vredenburg et al., 2020). This viewpoint explains how taking a stand in socio-political 

issues is risky and therefore hard to be successful at (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020). Yet, a general 

point of view to achieve a positive outcome, is that brands should target customers who they 

share the same values with and where the perception of the stand is positive (Moorman, 2020). 

In contrast, the primary factor behind a negative perception is when customers do not share the 

same values and beliefs as the brand (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020).  

 

Additionally, the perception of activist brands is also considered a vital factor for consumers 

purchase behaviors (Li & Hong, 2020). If brands want to attract the new generation of 

customers, they need to understand their perceptions and demands (CGI, 2022). Today, younger 

customers are more aware about what they purchase and the brands behind these products 

(Sarkar & Kotler, 2018). A large consumer segment, half of the global consumers, is called 

belief-driven consumers and purchasers in this segment need to feel that they have shared values 

and purpose with their favorite brands (Ries, 2017). Belief-driven consumers are buyers that 

are willing to change their purchase behaviors, such as supporting or boycotting, based on the 

brand’s stances in socio-political issues (Ries, 2017). A big part of the belief-driven consumer 
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segment is Gen Z (Handley, 2018). Therefore, it is important for activist brands to understand 

Gen Z’s perception of their communications if they wish to attract them as customers. Gen Z 

stands for most of the modern consumption, making them an attractive target group for brands 

worldwide (CGI, 2022). Additionally, a survey conducted by Computer Generated Solutions 

(2019) showed that Gen Z is a conscious consumer segment, and that it demands and has high 

expectations on brands to take a stance in socio-political issues to make a progressive societal 

change (CGS, 2019).  

 

Racism is an up-to-date socio-political issue (Sarkar & Kotler, 2018) and a report presented by 

Deloitte (2021) stated that 60% of Gen Z see traits of systematic racism in their everyday life 

(Deloitte, 2021). In addition, the same report stated that five out of ten 18–24-year-olds face 

discrimination based on their ethnicity or background. Out of the surveys’ thousand respondents 

only 18% considered brands as advocators in the anti-racist movements. This percentage was 

the lowest out of the eight given options, following religious institutions and the legal systems. 

On the opposite side, Gen Z relied the most on the individual citizen, followed by pure activist-

groups and non-governmental organizations. The reason why Gen Z did not consider brands as 

advocators in the issue of racism, was not stated in the report. However, Vredenburg et al., 

(2020) argued that for activist brands to gain consumers’ support, they need to be authentic in 

their communications and practices (Vredenburg et al., 2020). Further, Midgett and Mulvey 

(2021) argued that there is a lack of research in the field of Gen Z and racism, which is supported 

by findings in the 2021 report from Deloitte (Deloitte, 2021). The authors claimed that the 

younger generation is facing racism in a modern and subtle way that is not acknowledged by 

the society (Midgette & Mulvey, 2021). Further, the lack of acknowledgment and dealing with 

the issue affects Gen Z negatively and results in mental health issues and distrust (Midgette & 

Mulvey, 2021). Therefore, it is vital for brands to understand the perception of Gen Z if they 

wish to take a stand in racism and if they wish to help society in racial issues.  

However, there are existing literature containing useful information about brand activism and 

consumer perception (Vredenburg et al., 2020). Moreover (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020) and 

(Williams, 2022) stated that Gen Z is more political than previous generations and that it sets 

higher demands on brands to take a stance in societal matters. Over 60% of Gen Z expects 

brands to take a socio-political stand in issues that matter for them (Mitchell, 2020). Based on 

this, more studies are needed about generation Z’s perception of and responses to brands 

engaged in ethical concerns (Robichaud & Yu, 2021). Robichaud and Yu (2021) also stated 
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that more research is needed to understand younger people’s purchase behaviors in relation to 

ethical concerns (Robichaud & Yu, 2021). Moreover, Vredenburg et al. (2020) encouraged 

future researchers to study consumers’ perception of activist brands by examining activism with 

a focus on social change to increase the knowledge within the topic.  

Because of this, there are three identified gaps in the existing literature. First, brand activism is 

not truly understood by marketers when it comes to pursuing Gen Z (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020; 

Robichaud & Yu, 2021; Robichaud & Yu, 2021). Second, racism as a socio-political issue and 

its connection to Gen Z should be more studied (Midgette & Mulvey, 2021; Ries, 2017). Third, 

the outcome of Gen Z’s perception of activist brand has on their purchase behaviors needs to 

be further evaluated (Robichaud & Yu, 2021). Therefore, our research is relevant, and it will 

contribute to the literature by tying up the identified gaps into one by studying Gen Z’s 

perception of and response to activist brands engaged in racism as a socio-political issue 

(Robichaud & Yu, 2021). Our research will help marketers understand the reason behind Gen 

Z’s perception to such activism and how this perception influences Gen Z’s purchase behaviors.  

1.2 Purpose  

 

The purpose of this research is to have an in-depth understanding of generation Z’s perception 

of and response to brands engaged in brand activism with a focus on racism.  

1.3  Research question  

 

What elements effect Gen Z’s perception of activist brands engaged in racism and how does 

the perception of such brands influences Gen Z’s purchase behavior? 
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2. Literature review 

 

 

In order to understand Gen Z’s perception of and response to brands taking a stand in racism, 

this next chapter presents an overview of relevant existing literature with the aim to clarify the 

research. The chapter is structured as a literature review focused on brand activism, consumer 

perception and purchase behaviors. At the end of the chapter, a summary of the literature 

review as well as a conceptual model based on the literature review is presented.    

2.1 From CSR to brand activism  

 

“The companies that perform best over time build a social purpose into their operations that 

is as important as their economic purpose” 

- Rosabeth Moss Kanter (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020, p. 1) 

Stakeholders have become mindful to observe the way businesses operate and the effect they 

leave on the society (Waheed & Zhang, 2020). Mindful stakeholders demand that brands should 

not only operate for financial reasons but for social reasons as well. This means that brands and 

businesses are expected to take social responsibilities for the benefit of people and society 

(Heyward, 2020). After World War II, a concept called Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

was introduced. CSR is when brands go beyond their financial and legal requirements and take 

responsibility for societal matters (Heyward, 2020). CSR is not compulsory for brands, but 

research showed that businesses that take social responsibility benefit more than those that do 

not. This benefit is created by consumers since consumers value more responsible brands 

(Farcane & Bureana, 2015; Li & Hong, 2020; Weinzimmer & Esken , 2016). Socially 

Responsible brands are corporate-driven, and they strive to attain sustainability in their 

business activity by being responsible in their corporate activities both internally and externally 

(Waheed & Zhang, 2020). 

To incorporate CSR in organizations and businesses, the United Nations created the 2030 

Agenda where 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were presented. SDGs are to help 

organizations and businesses around the world to be ethical and responsible in their core 

corporation for the benefit of people and planet (Nations, 2022). Brands choose the goals they 
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wish to incorporate in their core business, and they can work towards and benefit the SDGs 

with the help of their business model. For example, brands can help meeting the fifth SDG, 

Gender Equality, by having equal pay for both genders and by eliminating sexual and physical 

abuse towards women (Qaddoumi, 2022).  

With today’s society and the emerging social issues, people are striving for leaders to take a 

stance in societal matters. For that reason, CSR is not enough to please consumers since their 

expectations are higher than ever before (Alliance Manchester Business School, 2022). 

Consumers are not satisfied with societal advantages through CSR but demand value through 

political opinions (Bhagwat et al., 2020). Therefore, a shift from corporate-driven (CSR) to 

value-driven business as well as a new engagement in social to socio-political issues is taking 

place. This change in consumers’ mindset and expectations has created Brand Activism (Sarkar 

& Kotler, 2020). There are differences between CSR and brand activism, and two of them are 

the risk of the brand and the incorporation of the societal contribution within the business core. 

CSR is strongly related to the core business, and it concerns issues that are generally accepted, 

non-divisive, pro-social and which usually do not create disagreements (Mukherjee & 

Althuizen, 2020). Because of this, it is unlikely that CSR would cause risk for the business or 

harm the brands image or reputation. To the opposite from CSR, brand activism is not related 

to the core business, and the main grasp of the concept concerns issues that are divisive, which 

can create agreement as well as disagreement and both positive and negative reactions 

(Mukherjee & Althuizen, 2020). Therefore, brand activism is risky and might harm brand image 

and reputation. Further, CSR campaign are usually part of the firm’s vision and reflect the 

firm’s goals and objectives, while brand activism can happen both intentionally and 

unintentionally. For example, if a CEO of a brand expresses his private political opinion in 

public, his act will affect the brand image unintentionally (Mukherjee & Althuizen, 2020). This 

concludes that brand activism involves more uncertainty and risks than CSR, but it could have 

more positive outcome than CSR (Mukherjee & Althuizen, 2020; Sarkar & Kotler, 2020). 

The changes that activist brands call for are not always progressive, some changes are 

regressive, which means that brands encourage negative changes or naturalize actions and 

habits that goes against the common good (Tseng, 2019). An example of a brand that 

encouraged a regressive change is McDonald’s fast-food chain. McDonald’s aired a 

documentary called Super-Size Me which featured a person that ate nothing but McDonald’s 

for a whole month and ended up with weight gain and increased cholesterol. This campaign 
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caused the lowest drop in sales ever in the UK and destroyed the brand image  (Clark, 2021). 

Whether a brand is progressive or regressive depends on the consumer’s values. Sarkar and 

Kotler (2020) did a “brand shaming” project where they surveyed consumers to find out which 

brands consumers thought they were regressive at some point based on a specific action. When 

there is a value gap between the brand’s view and the consumer’s view on a certain issue a 

brand is either progressive or regressive (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020). As shown in Figure 1, 

perceiving a brand as progressive or regressive is strongly related to the common good and the 

values of the consumer. Brands that are perceived as regressive may end up in brand shaming 

where consumers feel that value gap, while progressive brands will end up in brand 

evangelizing (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020) (See Figure 1).  

Figure 1  

A framework that shows regressive and progressive brand activism 

 

 

Note; Retrieved from, Sarkar & Kotler, Brand Activism from Purpose to Action (2020, p. 41). 

2.1.1 Political activism 

 

Political activism is defined as “public speech or actions focused on partisan issues made by or 

on behalf of a company using its corporate or individual brand name” (Moorman, 2020, p. 388). 

Brands that are political actors must pick a side in partisan issues with an aim to get stakeholders 

to join them. Nevertheless, taking a non-neutral political stand comes with risks as some 

stakeholders such as customers do not share the same opinion on the selected partisan issue 

(Moorman, 2020). If the stance is not correlated to the customers value, the brands positioning 
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will affect the brand’s name negatively. However, brands taking a stand have an opportunity to 

attract stakeholders who agree with the brands’ positioning and stance. For these customers, the 

value of these brands will increase (Kumar, 2020). Moorman (2021) argued that the risk of 

judgement from stakeholders emerges from the impartial standpoint and that brand activism 

either confronts or supports the issue in question. This means that a brand transmitting pro-

racist opinions is considered a brand activist just as much as a brand communicating an anti-

racist standpoint. However, weather the standpoint is ethnical and morally correct is up to 

personal judgements. Bhagwat et al., (2020) held the same point of view as Moorman (2021) 

and indicated that brands as activist are opposed with uncertain support from customers. This 

uncertainty emerges from societal judgement and vary from each stakeholder’s viewpoint. 

Some customers will agree with the communicated standpoint while others will neglect the 

brand because of opposing and challenging principles (Bhagwat et al., 2020). Because of the 

ambiguity facing activist brands the strategies and activities made by the brands are of great 

importance for the brands well-being and expectancy (Bhagwat et al., 2020).  

2.1.2 Taking a stance in racism  
 

Brands communicate their values and beliefs through marketing, according to Sarkar and 

Kottler (2020) anti-racism embodies through a progressive stance whilst pro-racism embodies 

through a regressive stance (See Figure 1). Anti-racist messages entered the market a few 

decades ago with the aim to take a stance to fight racism in marketing communications and to 

help society in racial inequalities. In some countries, consumers prefer whiteness in the 

advertisements of the products they buy, which is why some brands continue to emphasize 

whiteness which is considered racist by consumers of other preferences. For activist brands that 

want to make a progressive change and to better understand market practices, they need to be 

mindful in their racism-related market practices (Davis, 2017). A recent study showed that Gen 

Z experience racism and discrimination more than Millennials, around 60% of Gen Z has 

experienced racism which is a higher percentage than earlier generations (Deloitte, 2021). The 

study also showed that Gen Z takes the issue into its own hands by educating others and by 

boycotting brands that do not take a stance against racism as an issue (Deloitte, 2021).  
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2.1.3 Authentic brand activism 

 

Taking a stance in socio-political issues by communicating messages alone or by only engaging 

in prosocial corporate practices is not enough (Vredenburg et al., 2020). To truly gain 

stakeholders’ trust, a brand should be authentic in its brand activism practices. Authenticity 

refers to being consistent and genuine with one’s own values and actions (Jin, 2018). Authentic 

brand activism is achieved when a brand both communicate activistic messages and practice 

prosocial practices with a clear purpose. Brand authenticity leads to a better customer attitude 

since customers express their authentic selves through brands (Vredenburg et al., 2020; Gómez-

Suárez et al., 2017). Some brands are authentic by communicating symbolic values that 

associate with those of the consumers. Gómez-Suárez et al. (2017) and Oh et al. (2017) meant 

that consumers demand to be treated as human beings with values and a need to express 

themselves through brands (Oh et al., 2019). 

Moorman (2020) uncovered six lenses/perspectives for political activism which brands use as 

a theory (Zeithaml, o.a., 2020) or as the brand’s culture and values. These six lenses can also 

guide the thinking and decision making within the company (Moorman & Day, 2016). One of 

the lenses uncovered by Moorman (2020) is Brand Authentic View/lens. This lens is used only 

when brands are political actors in a consistent way by being connected to the market and the 

consumers. If the stance does not align with the market’s, consumer’s, or the brand’s value, or 

if the brand is not consisted in its position and stance, the brand will risk being inauthentic 

(Moorman, 2020). Consistency will, for example, show in the brand’s sustainable reports and 

the changes that take place inside the company as improving employee policies (Mainwaring, 

2013).  

2.1.4 Inauthentic brand activism  

 

In contrast to a brand being viewed as authentic, a brand can also be perceived as inauthentic. 

Any brand can take a stance in socio-political issues but doing so without having a brand value 

or purpose will harm the brand image and cause mistrust and make the brand labelled as 

inauthentic (Vredenburg et al., 2020). Sending messages that do not align with the brand’s 

practices is called woke-washing (Vredenburg et al., 2020). To avoid woke-washing, brands 

should adapt two characteristics, Practice, and sacrifice. Practice refers to aligning the 

communicated messages with the brands actions and practices. Sacrifice means taking a stance 
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in a socio-political issue to make a progressive change even if the brand needs to sacrifice profit 

(Mirzaei et al., 2022).  

2.2 Brand perception 

 

Perception in general refers to people’s opinions and thoughts of their reality (Cambridge 

Dictionary , 2022). Today’s consumers do not only care for a brands products and prices, but 

also for their interactive and emotional aspects. Fiske et al., (2012) resembled this phenomenon 

as an individual who is looking for friends to live their life with. It is not solely the appearance 

or the bank account of the individual that determine the perception of the friendship, but also 

the individuals’ morals, values, and ethics. If the values of your friend do not match your own, 

the friendship is not destined for greatness, the same thing goes for brand perception. On one 

hand, if the brand’s attitudes align with the customers values and beliefs, the customers 

perception will be positive but on the other hand, if the brand’s values do not align with the 

customers, the customers’ perception will be negative (Fiske et al., 2012).  

Perception is, from the brands perspective one component for their customers value creation or 

destruction (Fiske et al., 2012; Rodrigues & Martin, 2016). This supports a need to understand 

and acknowledge customers’ values, trust, and feelings to gain positive perception. Overall, 

positive perception is a fundamental way for the customers to reduce risks when purchasing, 

increases the willingness to pay premium prices and enhances the chances for reperches 

(Rodrigues & Martins, 2016).  However, if the brands do not match their customers values, 

their perception will be negative and the risk of getting boycotted will increase (Rodrigues & 

Martins, 2016). To illustrate, a brand that is communicating anti-racist values will gain a 

positive perception from consumers with aligned beliefs but will gain negative perception from 

consumers that are for pro-racism.  

Siuki et al., (2022) claimed that around 62% of the world’s consumers demand brands to take 

stands in public matters. If firms fail to meet these expectations more than 50% of the 

unsatisfied consumers are willing to criticize and show signs of negative perception (Siuki et 

al., 2022). To escape these disagreeable circumstances, the brands need to act in a way that can 

create positive consumer perception. Siuki et al., (2022) meant that if a brand is considered 

authentic, which correlates to Moorman’s (2021) brand authenticity view, 7 out of 10 

consumers will perceive the brand positively. This outcome is significantly higher than a brand 
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excluding societal stances and solely focusing on good quality and prices (Siukiet al, 2022). 

Additionally, brand perception is not one independent factor but rather an opinion based on 

various elements. Han et al., 2007 argued that feelings, and values are vital elements of 

perception, Moorman (2021) and Suiku et al., (2022) stated that authenticity is a core factor of 

perception and Fiske et al., (2012) presented trust as a base of perception.  

2.2.1 Customer feelings  

 

Feelings are known as the consciousness of a person and they are correlated to memories, 

beliefs, and thoughts (Farnsworth, 2020). In other words, feelings are the aftermath and the 

meaning of bodily emotions (Farnsworth, 2020). Han et al., (2007) have provided a framework 

of how feelings affect consumers’ decision making and perception. This framework includes 

two types of feelings, integral and incidental (Han et al.,2007). Integral feelings are connected 

to the persons reasonings and preferences (Han et al., 2007). For example, if a consumer has 

been associated with a fearful and sad event where their skin color was neglected or threatened, 

and later presented to a brand communicating the same association, the perception of the brand 

will be negative. As the consumers earlier experiences and emotions were negative, the feelings 

towards the presented brand will also be negative (Han et al., 2007). In contrast, incidental 

feelings are when the feeling is not based on prior emotions but rather unforeseen surroundings. 

In these types of feelings, the weather, the economy, and the atmosphere, are among other 

factors that affects the consumers decision making. Han et al., (2007) argued that despite proven 

statistics consumers neglect getting affected by incidental influences in their decision making.  

Further, modern researcher has built on Han et al’s., (2007) arguments on feelings part in the 

decision-making and perception towards brands and companies. Chang and Hung (2018) 

argued that the base of every customer perception is related to their feelings from past 

experiences related to the brand or the communicated message in question. However, they also 

support Han et al., (2007) regarding the customers’ feelings in relation to consumer perception 

and brand-decision-making are affected by unaware influences, such as the weather and the 

surroundings. Although, they take the statements further by claiming that feelings have an 

increased role when it comes to perception and decision-making in relation to goals. Feelings 

have a bigger part in experimental goals, such as the choice of brands, rather than instrumental 

goals, such as determine the efficiency of the brands (Hung & Chang, 2018)  
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2.2.2 Customer trust 

 

Trust is when someone is believed to be trustworthy, to do as he or she promised and to take 

decisions that are beneficial. Further, trust is based on beliefs and when trust is established, it 

is enough motivation to engage in corporate activity with the trusted person (Sapienza et al., 

2013). Consumers around the world rely on brands to make progressive socio-political changes 

and they trust brands more than they trust governments (Edelman, 2018). A positive brand 

image will craete trust and make consumers feel safe to purchase the brand’s products or 

services (Hosseini & Behboudi , 2017). A brand image is described as the brand’s  name, 

reputation, designe and it adds value to the brand beyond the brand’s products or services 

(Hosseini & Behboudi , 2017). Consumers that percieve a positive brand image will be satisfied 

and the satisfaction will rsult in purchase behaviors (Hosseini & Behboudi , 2017). One way to 

increase brand trust is to match the brand’s personlaity with the consumers’ personality in order 

to evoke emotions (Sung & Kim, 2010). Brand personality is “the set of human characteristics 

associated with a brand” (Sung & Kim, 2010, p. 639-640). Consumers are more likely to make 

their purchase descision based on whether they associate with or trust the brand or not (Sung & 

Kim, 2010). Further, brand trust creates trustworthiness in the long term which leads to brand 

loyalty and repurchase (Södergren, 2021).  

2.2.3 Brand value 

 

Brand value can be created and destroyed through brand activism, and this is determined by the 

way consumers perceive brand values (Rodrigues & Martins, 2016). Stakeholders put lots of 

pressure on brands to become advocates and contribute to the society by taking sides on 

emerging socio-political issues (Bhagwat et al., 2020). 64% of consumers buy or boycott a 

brand based on their social stances and their contribution to the society (Edelman 2018). 

Moreover, 45% of consumers worldwide think that brands should improve the way they 

communicate their values since the purchase decision for consumers is based on brand values 

(Edelman 2018). Rodrigues and Martin (2016) argued that perception is a component for brand 

loyalty and is therefore a vital aspect in the relationship between the brand and the customer 

(Rodrigues & Martins, 2016). A recent study proved that activist brands that take stances in 

different issues create value for those stakeholders whose values align with the brand’s 

(Bhagwat et al., 2020). At the same time, the same action can destroy value for stakeholders 

who have other values than the brand’s (Bhagwat et al., 2020). Value destruction as a cause of 
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activism makes it risky for brands to join the crowd and take stances on socio-political issues. 

Bhagwat et al., (2020) meant that to avoid this risk, customers' reaction to activism in some 

issues should be taken into consideration. When the stances that brands take align with the 

customers’ values, customers will reward the brand and the brand value will increase, and vice 

versa (Bhagwat et al., 2020). A positive perception of the brand might lead to loyalty and 

purchase behaviors (Rodrigues & Martins, 2016).  

2.2.4 Brand authenticity  

 

Brand authenticity is “the extent to which consumers perceive a brand to be faithful and true 

toward itself and its consumers, and to support consumers being true to themselves” (Södergren, 

2021, p. 647). Authenticity plays an important role in creating brand value and increasing brand 

purchase and trust (Södergren, 2021). When consumers consider a brand authentic, brand 

scandals decreases and consumers are willing to forgive the brand if it fails to fulfill its promises 

(Södergren, 2021). Authenticity is derived from the consumers’ subjective experience and when 

the brand reflects its true self, the brand is considered authentic (Södergren, 2021). The outcome 

of brands being perceived as authentic is an increase in brand value and better brand attitude 

(Södergren, 2021). Further, brand authenticity increases brand credibility and thereby brand 

trust and loyalty (Södergren, 2021; Fritz et al., 2017). Additionally, consumers develop 

emotional bond that creates loyalty and satisfaction towards the brand which influence the 

purchase decision positively (Södergren, 2021; Fritz et al., 2017). To maintain brand 

authenticity, brand value, culture and norms should be adjusted to the specific target group and 

included in the brand name (Fritz et al., 2017).  

2.3 Customer purchase behavior  

Perception is a fundamental factor of how customers act and behave towards brands (Li & 

Hung, 2020). Because of the various elements of perceptions, brands are facing a risk when 

taking a stand in socio-political issues because the responses are many and the actions will 

differ. However, Li and Hung (2020) presented the two most reoccurring answers shown by 

customers as a result of the brands taking a stand in socio-political issues, that is, purchase 

intentions and boycott behavior (Li & Hong, 2020). The knowledge of customers’ responses of 

brand activism is an important factor in the brands segmentation process as it will guide the 

brand in a direction favorable for their success. If the customers’ responses are positive, 

meaning completed purchases and loyal support, this indicates a successful activistic standpoint 
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with an elevated possibility to change the society for the better (Li & Hong, 2020). In contrast, 

if the customers’ responses and actions are negative, meaning no willingness to purchase and 

signals of boycotting, the activistic standpoint driven by the brand is not in favor for their 

success. Further, a negative response indicates a decreased possibility to change the society for 

the better (Li & Hong, 2020).  

 More specifically, how the perception forms the customers responses and actions are based on 

if congruence and incongruence (Li & Hong, 2020). Congruence is described as something 

where two or more parties are comparable or similar, while incongruence is the state where 

there is an absence of similarities. In terms of brand activism, this indicates that the perception 

of the brands activistic standpoint is evaluated based on shared beliefs, whether these believes 

are aligned or not is later used to determine the responses and actions taken by the customers 

(Li & Hung, 2020). In total, the customer’s actions and responses to brand activism focusing 

on racism is based on their perception of the brands stances and communications. 

2.3.1 Customer purchase intentions 

A customer’s purchase intention refers to the consumer’s willingness to buy products from the 

brand or not (Li & Hung, 2020). From a general viewpoint the purchase decision is based on 

the brand’s prices, packaging, prior knowledge, and the societies trends (Younus et al., 2015). 

However, within the framework of brand activism the purchase behaviors are based on the 

customer’s perception of the brand (Li & Hung, 2020). If the customer’s perception is positive 

and there is a match between the consumer’s values and the brand’s stance, the possibility for 

a purchase is high. In contrast, if the perception is negative and there is a mismatch between the 

customer and the brand, the risk of excluding a purchase is high (Li & Hong, 2020).  

When discussing purchase behaviors based on brand activism the perception is strongly related 

to the fit between the brand and the cause it is taking a stand in (Li & Hung, 2020). If a customer 

is faced with two similar brands, the brand that has the strongest perceived authenticity 

regarding their socio-political stance will have a higher purchase intention. Additionally, if the 

consumers’ perception of the brand’s involvement in the issue is positive, it will have a positive 

effect on consumers’ purchase intentions (Li & Hung, 2020). This statement is based on 

consumer-brand congruence which has been found to have a confident connection to customer’s 

purchase behaviors. This indicates that a customer’s relationship with the brand will mediate 

the customer’s perception and therefore their purchase behaviors (Li & Hung, 2020).  
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Furthermore, another indicator for customers’ purchases intentions in brands that are engaged 

in activism, is the customer’s own relationship to the issue in question (Li & Hung, 2020). A 

customer that has a high involvement in a socio-political issue will find pleasure in brands 

sharing the same enthusiasm (Li & Hong, 2020; Weinzimmer & Esken , 2016). If the consumer 

issue-involvement is consistent with the brand’s issue-involvement, the support of the customer 

is high, whereas an inconsistent involvement between the brand and the customer has a negative 

effect on the purchase behaviors (Li & Hung, 2020). However, when a customer has a moderate 

issue-involvement the brands unbiased stance will solely indicate a hint of judgement, meaning 

that the activistic stance will only be one out of many components determine the consumers’ 

purchase intention. These purchase decisions will be based on equal considerations of the 

stance, price, and packaging (Li & Hung, 2020). Another indicator for purchase behaviors is 

whether the brand’s practices and involvement in the stance is surpassing the customers’ 

expectations (Li & Hong, 2020). If a consumer perceives a brand as advocator in the issue, the 

consumer is willing to purchase their offerings, in disparity, if the consumer perceives the brand 

as non-advocator the willingness to purchase is low (Li & Hong, 2020). 

2.3.2 Supporters, boycotters and non-cotters 

Supporters are those who have high intention to buy the brand’s product and to support its 

business (Smith et al., 2004; Li & Hong, 2020). Being a supporter can be measured by if the 

customer trusts the brand and perceives it as a brand with a good reputation (Li & Hong, 2020). 

The decision to support the brand is based on ethical, social and political values and 

considerations. Sharing similar socio-political stances with the brand will likely lead to 

purchase decision and to support the brand (Li & Hong, 2020; Weinzimmer & Esken , 2016; 

Smith et al., 2004). The perception of the brand is critical and determines whether the consumer 

chooses to support or to boycott. Therefore, the communications that brands use to reach out to 

their consumers should be clear and reflect the brand’s values. The only way consumers feel 

they support a brand is when they buy its products (Li & Hong, 2020).  

A boycott behavior occurs when a person wants to express disapproval towards another person, 

a store, or a brand (Smith et al., 2004). If a consumer chooses to boycott a brand the decision is 

based on mismatch between the brand’s and the consumer’s values (Smith et al., 2004; Li & 

Hong, 2020). Boycotters can damage the brand reputation and decrease its value by generating 

more boycotting behavior by encouraging other customers to boycott. The behavior of 

boycotting has spread more as a result of brands engaging with the public and getting more 
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corporate attention, such as CSR firms and activist brands (Smith et al., 2004). Boycotters want 

to favor brands that make progressive change and have a positive impact by the boycotting 

behavior. The behavior of boycotting is considered a social dilemma since the consumer must 

choose between the benefit of the consumption and the collective action for a successful 

boycotting (Smith et al., 2004).  

Consumers that have a tendency to boycott, explain that their actions are justified in several 

ways, two of them are as follows (Smith et al., 2004). Firstly, consumers boycott to bring a 

progressive social change to make a difference and for self-enhacement. Boycotters believe that 

a collective boycotting descision will lead to social goals and a positive change for everyone. 

Consumers simply feel that they express their values, stances and opinions in different matters 

through boycotting. Smith et al. (2004) meant that a need for self-enhacement and a higher self-

esteem can drive consumer to boycott. Secondly, social expectations put pressure on consumers 

by making them feel guilty and not doing their part for a better change (Smith et al., 2004). 

Further, there is a segment of consumers who do not care about the brand’s societal stand or 

the brand’s values, or they are simply not involved in the matter. These consumers are known 

as non-cotters and they can simply convert to either “boycotters” or “supporters” (Li & Hong, 

2020).  

Boycotting is harmful for brand image, and it can damage brand reputation significantly 

especially for consumers who believe that the brand did wrong (Smith et al., 2004). Taking a 

stance in socio-political issues is therefore risky since the brand risks both its image and its 

reputation (Weinzimmer & Esken , 2016; Smith et al., 2004; Hosseini & Behboudi , 2017). 

Brand reputation has an effect on purchase behavior and research shows that consumers support 

brands that gain positive brand reputation through engagement in social issues (Weinzimmer & 

Esken , 2016; Li & Hong, 2020). Further, it is more likely that consumers choose a socially 

responsible brand over a brand that is not and show their support for the brand through a 

purchase behavior (Weinzimmer & Esken , 2016; Li & Hong, 2020). However, a study 

conducted 2012 showed that 56% of consumers think its inappropriate for brands to take a 

stance in issues that are not related to the brand’s core business (Weinzimmer & Esken , 2016). 

Therefore, researchers encourage marketers and brands to get familiar with the diffirent elemnts 

and aspects that would affect consumers’ perception and purchase behaviors (Weinzimmer & 

Esken , 2016; Li & Hong, 2020). Brands that enagage in social issues take a risk by doing so 
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but in the long-term socially responsible brands will gain competitive advantages  (Weinzimmer 

& Esken , 2016; Li & Hong, 2020). 

2.4 Summary and conceptual model  

To summarize the literature review and present the elements that influence consumers’ 

perception of brands and consumers’ response in form of purchase behaviors, we made table 1. 

In this table we present the key research and key references which we based our conceptual 

model on.  

Table 1  

Summary of literature review 

 
Element Customer perception Key references  

Perception Feelings - Feelings are the consciousness of a 

person 
- Good and positive feelings lead to 

positive perception 
- Bad and negative feelings lead to 

negative perception 

(Farnsworth, 

2020)(Han et 

al., 2007) 

 
Trust  - Trust is when some is trustworthy, that he 

or she does as promised, and takes 

decisions that are beneficial 
- Trust is based on beliefs and when trust is 

established it will create positive 

perception  
- When there is no trust, the perception will 

be negative 

(Sapienza et al., 

2013). 

(Hosseini & 

Behboudi , 

2017) 

 
Value - Aligned values create positive perception 

- Separated values create negative 

perception 

 (Rodrigues & 

Martins,2016) 

(Bhagwat et al., 

2020) 

 Authenticity - Authenticity is “the extent to which the 

brand faithful and true toward itself and 

its consumers” 

- Positive perception is found when the 

brand is considered authentic 

- Negative perception is found when there 

is a lack of authenticity 

(Södergren, 

2021) (Fritz et 

al., 2017) 

 Actions Customer purchase behaviors Key references 

Responses 

and actions  

Purchase 

behaviors 

- Positive perception leads to strong 

willingness to purchase 
- Negative perception leads to no 

willingness to purchase 

(Li & Hung, 

2020) 
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 Boycotters, 

supporters, 

or non-

cutters   

- Consumer boycotts for self-enhancement 

or because of social pressure 
 

- Non-cotters are those who don’t care 

about the brand’s societal stands 

(Li & Hung, 

2020; Smith et 

al., 2004) 

(Smith et al., 

2004) 

 

The purpose of this study was to have an in-depth understanding of generation Z’s perception 

of and response to activist brands concentrating on racism. To investigate this question a 

conceptual model was made (See Figure 2). The model was made based on the literature review 

and with the aim to serve as a flexible theoretical framework for the upcoming methodology. 

The model is constructed as three boxes, each box indicates a phase of generation Z’s perception 

of and response to activist brands concentrating on racism.   

Firstly, in box one, the brand takes a non-neutral, progressive, or regressive stance in the issue 

of racial inequalities, by doing so, the brand become activist (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020). This 

phenomenon arises from the transition from CSR and the ethically responsible businesses to 

the socio-political stances demanded by the modern customers (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020). 

Further, the brands then communicate and position themselves with the help of this stance to 

attract customers through shared values and trust (Edelman, 2018). This type of communication 

consists of all sorts of interactions performed by the brand and is the way brands wish to place 

themselves in the minds of Gen Z. 

Secondly, in box two, the customer perceives the taken stand with the help of various elements. 

Perception refers to how customers recognize the communicated standpoint (Cambridge 

Dictionary , 2022). This recognition is based on four different elements, namely, feelings, 

values, trust, and authenticity (Gupta & Singla, 2019; Hani et al., 2017; Edelman, 2018; 

Södergren, 2021; Fritz et al., 2017 ). Lastly, in box three, two possible responses and actions of 

Gen Z are presented. These responses and actions are based on the perception of the activist 

brands and are related to purchase intentions and or boycott behavior or support (Li & Hong, 

2020) 
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Figure 2  

Conceptual model 

 

 

Note; A conceptual model of how Gen Z perceives the communicated racist-stance and how this perception affects 

its purchase behaviors 
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3. Methodology 

 

 

In this chapter the execution of the data collection is presented. Firstly, a brief justification of 

the research approach and strategy is given. Followed by a detailed presentation of the chosen 

data collection method where we describe our focus groups, complementary questionaries, 

participant selection and focus group guide. Lastly, our data analysis is explained as well as 

the trustworthiness and the limitations of the study.  

3.1 Research approach and strategy  

 

The purpose of this research was to investigate Gen Z’s perception of and response to brands 

taking a stand in racism. This purpose indicated a need to gather relevant participants and 

explore their insights and opinion about the question in focus. Further, as the question mounts 

individuals’ thoughts, the focus of our methodology was the participants’ words and statements. 

“Why” and “how” were key terms used to understand our participants’ perception and response 

to brand activism. This conclusion supported interpretivism approach (Bryman et al., 2019), 

which is an epistemological philosophy that helps to comprehend the meaning of people’s 

actions as well as their view of the chosen matter. As our purpose was to understand a certain 

generations thoughts and perception, this consideration was suitable.  

Additionally, as our focus was on the meaning of words stated by our participants, we needed 

to be flexible during our data collection. As much as we could try to guide our data collection 

in a direction favorable for our thesis, the responses from our participants were partly under our 

control. With this in mind, we needed to have a theoretical ground to rely on when collecting 

our data as a guide to keep us within the frames of the subject. As presented in chapter 2, our 

theoretical background involved the main concept of brand activism, consumer’s perception 

and purchase behavior, all theories were relevant and supported our purpose. Additionally, as 

Gen Z’s behaviors and brand activism are comparatively new research areas and there are little 

empirical studies about them, we also needed to be flexible with the use of the theory. However, 

it was based on the existing literature we created our own conceptual model, which was used 
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as a guide for our data collection. This tactic indicated an inductive research approach (Bryman 

et al., 2019). Lind (2015) explained that a research approach is the way theories are connected 

to the empirical data and Bryman et al., (2019) explained a research approach as the relationship 

between theory and exploration. An inductive research approach is when theory is used but 

does not fully guide the data collection. However, to analyze our material we had to use a 

deductive approach to evaluate our findings. A deductive approach is when theoretical 

background is used at the beginning of the analysis but later developed with the help of the 

findings. Indeed, it was a good choice to combine the two approaches, inductive and deductive, 

since it resulted in good analysis.  

Interpretivism pointed to a qualitative research strategy (Bryman et al., 2019). A research 

strategy describes how to conduct the research and helps the researchers to choose the right 

methodology for their data collection (Bryman et al., 2019). The objective and question of our 

thesis entailed a need to explore human behaviors and perceptions and we focused on words 

and statements. A qualitative research strategy is described as an approach where words have 

bigger meanings than numbers and where the aim is to explore a deeper understanding (Bryman 

et al., 2019). A qualitative research strategy was therefore the ideal option for this thesis. The 

core of the study was to investigate inner thoughts and meanings and plausible methods of 

qualitative data collection would facilitate this aim.  

3.2 Data collection 

 

Since the aim of this thesis was to understand how Gen Z perceives brands that take stand in 

racist issues and to understand how Gen Z makes sense of brand activism as a phenomenon, 

focus groups was considered a suitable data collection method. However, because of the 

sensitivity of racism as a subject, complementary questionaries were used to get a deeper and 

more trustworthy information for our discussion and conclusion.  

3.2.1 Focus groups  

 

The purpose of this research was to understand Gen Z’s perception and response to activist 

brands engaged in racism. Therefore, the most suitable data collection methodology was 

concluded to be focus groups. The conclusion was based on the knowledge that discussions are 

the best way to understand people’s in-depth feelings, which were favorable to our thesis 

considering that our aim was to understand Gen Z’s feelings, perception of, and response to 
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brand activism. Further, this decision was also supported by Bryman et al’s., (2019) explanation 

of when to use this method. Using focus group as a method helps to create an in-depth 

discussion since the various participants debate for their own interpretation of the chosen theme 

(Bryman et al., 2019).  

Bryman et al., (2019) explained that the focus group method has its disadvantages. One 

disadvantage is that the moderators need to be involved during the discussions to ensure that 

participants discuss the chosen theme without influencing their opinion (Bryman et al., 2019). 

Another disadvantage is that the sessions will result in a huge amount of material that will take 

time to go through and analyse (Bryman et al., 2019). We were aware of these downsides of 

conducting the focus group method, therefore we chose to have a semi-structered focus groups 

where we had prepared questions but we let the participant feel free to talk about their opinion 

even we did not ask (Bryaman et al., 2019).  We were also observant during the sessions, took 

notes and asked questions that we did not have in our list of questions. This helped us gather 

good-quality material and develop the discussions without influencing the participants’ 

opinions. Further, we also paid attention to the participants that did not talk as much as the 

others and we directed questions to them to make sure every participant was involved in the 

discussion.  

We conducted focus groups both online, via the platform Zoom, and face-to-face. The reason 

behind using two tactics was based on the availability of our participants. All of our participants 

were either students or had full time employment. Also, some of our participants did not live in 

Kristianstad, where we were based, and had limited time available to participate in our study. 

To be as flexible and accommodating as possible we gave our participants the option to 

participate through zoom, which was appreciated by our participants. Both approaches resulted 

in useful material and good-quality discussions, and we felt that the sessions that were 

conducted online did not change the quality of our material. Because of the advanced 

technology we could see and hear our participants clearly and even pay attention to their facial 

expressions and body language. In our recordings we asked questions to participants that only 

expressed their feelings through facial expressions. This proves that the online focus groups did 

not affect the quality of the material. Also, as we were allowed to record our participants, we 

had the possibility to go back and watch their body-language, facial expressions and reactions 

if needed. We also made sure to take notes during the sessions of happenings or statements that 

we believed to be of importance.  
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Moreover, Bryman et al., (2019) stated the importance of having the right number of 

participants in each focus-group-session to ensure harmony and interaction during the sessions. 

Therefore, Bryman et al., (2019) suggested that a suitable number of participants is between 

three to nine participants in each focus group. Based on that, we had an average of five 

participants in each group which resulted in lively discussions and harmony, and the possibility 

for each participant to easily speak up about their reflections. This is clearly shown in chapter 

four and five where we present the result of our focus group sessions.  

Further, Bryman et al., (2019) also stated the importance of the right number of focus groups, 

and according to the authors one focus group is too low and would not fulfil the purpose of the 

research. The total number of focus groups conducted was three and we are satisfied with our 

decision. To begin with, after the second focus group, we already got the material needed to 

carry out our research. In fact, both the first and the second group sessions gave us similar 

answers and discussions and we gathered comparable insights as well as unexpected material 

from both sessions. Based on that, we decided to conduct a third session with the aim to see if 

the discussion would confirm a pattern of similarity between all three groups or if the 

similarities and insights in session one and two were a coincidence. After the third focus group, 

we concluded that parallel discussions were found in all three sessions, and we felt a saturation. 

The people in each focus group did not know the participants in the other groups, which meant 

that the answers in each group were independent and not affected by each other, yet each group 

gave us comparable discussions and insights. Because of the time limit and the fact that we 

complemented each focus group with questionaries (See 3.3.2) we decided to prioritize quality 

over quantity and stick with three focus groups.  

Table 2  

Summary of focus groups 

Focus group Date of execution Time and place Number of participants 

1 2022-04-26 20.30 – 21.20 - Zoom 5 

2 2022-05-05 15.00 – 15.50 – face-to-face 6 

3 2022-05-07 19.00 – 20.15 - Zoom 4 
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3.2.2 Complementary questionaries  

 

Racism can, based on our judgment, be a sensitive topic that might make the participant feel 

uncomfortable when asked to share their deepest thoughts. To solve this issue and to guarantee 

reliable material for our analysis, we decided to complement the focus groups with another 

qualitative method. The second chosen qualitative method is questionaries which included the 

same questions as the pre-prepared questions asked during the session (See Appendix 1). We 

made sure that the questionaries were anonymous to make our participants feel safe and 

comfortable to share thoughts that they did not share during the discussion. Our aim with the 

questionnaire was to get reliable material and information to carry out the study. Therefore, all 

participants were offered to fill out the questionnaire.  However, during the sessions we felt that 

our participants shared their honest and deepest thoughts and they even discussed questions we 

did not asked. This made us leave the questionaries as an option for those who had more to 

share.  

Questionnaires are usually argued to be a quantitative method. However, Bryman et al., (2019) 

argued that there are qualitative questionnaires as well. Qualitative questionaries can be used 

as a complement for interviews on the request of the researchers and are normally not as 

structured and tight as quantitative questionnaires (Bryman et al., 2019).  As we did not force 

our participants to fill out the questionnaires and as we only presented the possibility to write 

down their thoughts into words instead of saying them out loud, made our questionnaire 

qualitative.  

Some of our participants asked for complete anonymity when answering the questionnaires, 

which we respected. For the participants partaking through Zoom we gave them the information 

to an email-address created only for this purpose. The email-address and the password to the 

log-in were given to the participants at the beginning of the session and whenever they felt 

finished with the questionnaires, they logged in to the given email, attached their document to 

an email, and mailed it to one of our school-addresses. By doing so, we do not know who sent 

the email and who filled in the form. For the participants who conducted the experiment face-

to-face, we left the room when they put the anonymous questionaries in our bags before leaving. 

In total we collected five questionaries, these inputs facilitated our data collection, and it 

complemented the discussions during the sessions.  
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3.2.3 Participant selection 

 

We firstly contacted high schools and universities in Kristianstad, where we were based, 

through e-mail explaining our study and asking for potential participants. Surprisingly, we did 

not get any positive responses and we had to find another way to find contributors to our focus 

groups. However, we decided to turn this backlash into our favor. Considering the sensitivity 

of our chosen theme, racism, we decided to select participants we had some sort of contact with, 

and we knew would feel comfortable to share their honest thoughts and opinions with us. This 

selection of participants led to successful focus-group-sessions and provided us with helpful 

material. All 15 participants were either students or full-time employee. Further, all participants 

had a connection to the southern part of Sweden, either they lived there, or they had in the past. 

We learned that this type of participant selection is called convenience selection (Denscombe, 

2014). This method is not appropriate for scientific research since it can give the impression 

that the researchers choose the easiest way to conduct their research, which is considered 

negative (Denscombe, 2014). In our case, we were selective in our choice of participants, and 

we did not choose this method for its simplicity. Instead, we put the groups together based on 

our judgment that participants would create a lively discussion and provide us with information 

needed, which our findings and discussion prove it did. The following table is a presentation of 

our participant selection, the names are fiction to protect their anonymity, but the gender, age 

and occupation are true information.  

Table 3  

Summary of focus groups participants  

Group Participant Gender Age Occupation 

1 Amanda  Female 25 Full-time worker 

 Beatrice Female 25 Student  

 Carol  Female 21 Student  

 Dennis  Male  21 Student 

 Eric  Male 22 Full-time worker 

2 Felicia Female 22 Student 

 Gunilla Female 23 Student 

 Helen Female 22 Student 
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 Isabella Female  21 Student 

 Jessica Female 21 Student 

 Kendall Female 22 Student 

3 Lisa Female 23 Student 

 Matilda Female 24 Entrepreneur  

 Nathalie Female 23 Student 

 Olivia Female 23 Student 

3.2.4 Focus group guide   

 

As the aim of our research was to investigate Gen Z’s perception of and response to activist 

brands engaged in racism. Our focus during the focus groups were discussing and evaluating 

the participants’ perception of and response to such brands. Additionally, based on the 

discussions from the sessions we tried to determine how using racist-related motives in different 

context of brand communications affected Gen Z’s perception and purchase behaviors. The 

collection of the data was conducted with a pre-planned (Denscombe, 2014) focus group guide 

(See 3.2.1) consisting of three phases and each phase had its own aim and justification (See 

Appendix 3).  

Firstly, in phase one, we introduced ourselves and showed appreciation to the participants that 

took the time to participate in our research. We then continued by explaining the purpose of the 

research and the aim of the focus groups. During this phase we made sure not to be detailed 

about our theoretical background as our aim was to get the participants genuine thoughts and 

not to lead them into a specific direction (Bryman et al., 2019). Because of this, we only kept a 

brief introduction of the purpose and the aim of the gathering. In the introduction we also made 

sure to explain what brand activism is by presenting real-life examples of Ben and Jerry’s 

stances is various socio-political issues. The reason for this exemplification was to demonstrate 

the subject of brand activism for those who were not familiar with it.  

Secondly, in phase two, a pre-prepared experiment was conducted (Denscombe, 2014). The 

main grasp of the experiment was to get the respondents discuss their perception about racist 

related messages communicated by brands and how this stance would affect their purchase 

behavior. Prior to our focus groups we designed our own brands and their communicated stand 
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in racism (See Appendix 2). The reason why we chose to create our own brands was that we 

did not want the image of the brand to overshadow the racism standpoint. We suspected that if 

we presented famous brands who had taken a stance in the issue of racism, the brand image 

itself would affect the participants’ perception of the message. Therefore, to neutralize the 

participants perception and to have them solely focus on the communicated messages, we 

presented brands and messages made by us. We designed different kind of messages that all 

had an ant-racist backgrounds but with different communications. For example, LEActive, was 

created with the aim to see Gen Z’s perception of a stance that from a theoretical background 

was considered authentic where their stance is in line with their practices and communications. 

Additionally, Milky Way was presented as an extra brand that was only used in that cases, we 

needed further dialog. Therefore, Milky Way did not have a background about their standpoint 

instead only communication (See figure 3). For full information regarding all made-up brands 

see appendix 2.  

Figure 3  

Examples of brands 

 

Note; Made-up brands   

We initiated phase 2 by presenting a short background about the brands and their stances to 

create a better understanding of the discussed brand in the participants’ minds. Further, the 

participants got to see pictures of how these stances are communicated by a presentation of 

various messages and images. For each brand communication the participants were asked 

questions (See appendix 3 & table 4) where they were expected to answer and discuss their 

perceptions and responses. At the same time, some of the participants individually and 

anonymously filled in the questionnaire they got from us before the meeting. Lastly, 

participants had to discuss their thoughts and feelings about each message / motive and why 

they felt or thought the way they did. We asked questions to guide the discussion but at the 
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same time we allowed the participants to express their own opinions and feelings (See Table 

4). We had a total of four brands with two communications each, resulting in seven different 

messages, some were authentic in their communications, and some were not. If we felt that the 

dialogues in the session had not given us the material we needed for our discussion and 

conclusion, we presented extra messages. In total, we created four different brands (See 

Appendix 2). The aim of this experiment was to understand Gen Z’s perception of and response 

to the communicated messages by activist brands engaged in racism. Lastly, in phase three, we 

had an open discussion about the participants general thoughts and feelings about racism and 

brand activism and if participants had more to say. Then, once the focus groups were concluded, 

participants sent their answers on the questions they were supposed to answer individually 

before saying goodbye.  

Table 4  

Semi-strucutured questions 

Question Purpose 

What do you see in these pictures shown to you? Brand perception: Understand how Gen Z makes 

sense of the communicated messages and links it to 

the elements that influence the perception. 

How do you feel about them? Brand perception: understand how Gen Z feels and 

connect the feeling to whether the communications 

are perceived authentic or inauthentic.   

Would you become a customer of these brands? 

Would you buy their products? Which ones? Why? 

Purchase behaviors: Understanding how the 

perception influence the purchase behavior and the 

reason behind it.  

How do you feel about brand engaging in racism as a 

social issue? 

Brand activism: Understanding how Gen Z makes 

sense of brand activism and whether they support it 

or not.  

What do you think of the brand based on your 

feelings? 

Perception and purchase behaviors: Understand if 

Gen Z supports the brand based on the perception. 
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3.3 Data analysis 

 

At the end of our data collection, we had gathered information from four different sources, 

focus groups sessions, questionaries, our own notes, and messages sent to us from the 

participants after the sessions. Because of the large amount of information, we had to be 

thorough and structured when analyzing the data. We recorded all focus groups using our 

phones and the Zoom recording tool. Once all focus groups were conducted, we collected the 

data and transcribed it. According to Bryman et al., (2019) the transcription process is time-

consuming but beneficial for the data analysis. We used Otranscribe1 which is program that 

slows down the audio which enabled us to transcript the data without pausing. This was time-

beneficial and helped us allocate our resources to the data analysis. The total amount of pages 

became around 40 pages for all three sessions. However, note that this number of transcripts 

are only based on phase two and three. Phase one was a presentation where it was only us, the 

moderators, that were talking and there was no dialog between the participants (See Appendix 

3). Because of this, phase one was excluded from the transcript in two out of the three focus 

groups, as it is not a part that we would analyze. Additionally, we were active during the 

sessions and took notes. Finally, some of our participants got back to us after the sessions with 

insights they thought of afterwards. This procedure helped us to gather as much material as 

possible and get a deeper understanding of the participants’ answers and reflections. We also 

got an in-depth knowledge of what the participants said, which was beneficial to the purpose of 

our study.  

Once the transcription was done, we divided the data into themes that are in line with our 

conceptual model. This type of strategy is called a thematical analysis (Bryman et al., 2019) 

and seeks to sort all the data into similar topics found during the session. For example, all 

statements that indicated an authentic response were put together and all statements that 

indicated the element of trust towards the brands were accumulated. We used a color-scheme 

to identify the statements to easily sort them. For instance, all statements advocating purchase 

behaviors were highlighted in grey. The categories we used while sorting our data were based 

 

1 https://otranscribe.com/ 
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on our conceptual model and our theoretical background. When all information was sorted, we 

did a third round of coding with the aim to identify statements that were not beneficial to our 

research and statements we believed were strong advocators. During this round we found 

reoccurring statements and new elements we did not thought of beforehand. Therefore, we were 

able to identify additional subcategories other than the initial ones. Finally, after the coding and 

sorting, we analyzed the data, which we present in chapter four and five.  

3.4 Trustworthiness  

 

The quality and the trustworthiness of a business research is evaluated by four prominent 

criteria which are credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Bryman et al., 

2019). To begin with, credibility is ensured when the findings are confident and when the 

research has been carried out in line with a good practice. Building the research on existing 

literature is one of the advantages of qualitative study since it builds credibility (Denscombe, 

2014). Based on Denscombe’s (2019) argument and based on that we have a qualitative study 

that is built on existing literature and data collection, our research is credible. Moving on to the 

next criterion, transferability, refers to the degree to which the findings can be generalized or 

used in another context (Bryman et al., 2019). Additionally, Bryman et al., (2019) mentioned a 

term called “thick description” which describes people’s physical behaviors such as signs and 

its meaning and context in order to provide a better understanding of the data and the findings 

(Leeds-Hurwitz, 2019). In our research, we pay attention to this criterion by explaining the 

details in our focus groups sessions and by providing a context and meaning for those details. 

For example, as seen in chapter 4, we present some new findings, and we account for this detail 

by explaining how different discussions escalated and how each participant reacted to different 

incidents. Further, we also quote our participant to show how we made sense of their words and 

how they contributed to our findings and conclusion and how we tie it with the existing 

literature.  

 Furthermore, dependability is when the data is recorded and kept being accessible at any time 

(Bryman et al., 2019). During the time we carried out the focus groups, we recorded, took notes, 

and gathered questionaries that participants answered, and we have kept all of these to enhance 

the dependability of our research. Finally, the last criterion is confirmability which is ensured 

when the researcher has kept his or her personal values from influencing the findings (Bryman 

et al., 2019). We have been objective throughout the research to ensure this criterion since we 
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base our findings solely on the existing literature and the collected data. We strengthen our 

findings by quoting some of our participants and by connecting them only to the theoretical 

background.  

3.5 Limitations  

 

As we want to make our study as transparent as possible, and to enhance the honesty of our 

findings, we list here the limitation of our study. The subjects of brand activism, racism, and 

Gen Z is broad, we decided to limit our study during the data collection stage. Generation Z 

includes individuals born 1997-2012, which means that at the time of this study, Gen Z is youths 

aged 10-25. However, because of governmental regulations and Swedish law, we have limited 

our selection to participants aged 18-25. According to chapter 7 §1 paragraph 2 in the Swedish 

law, parents are legal protectors over their children until the day they turn 18. This means that 

if we wished to include the unity of generation Z, we would have to get permission from the 

parents for those born 2004 and after. Therefore, we did not include individuals born between 

2004-2012.  

Moreover, we chose racism as a theme, more specifically skin color, since it is an emerging 

socio-political issue and an ethical concern, especially for youths (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020; 

Robichaud & Yu, 2021). We felt that this limitation resulted in a more constructive discussion 

and participants were aware of the issue and could give their insights about the subject. 

Additionally, we chose to have made-up brands, that we designed ourselves, when we 

conducted the focus geoups sessions. We justify our choice of made-up brands by explaining 

that existing brands would have an influence on the participants’ perception since participants 

might already associate with the brand. Also, because of the sensitivity of the topic and because 

of the young age of the participants, we thought participants might feel shy to share their deepest 

thoughts. Therefore, to ensure a more reliable material we made questionaries (See Appendix 

1). It is also worth to mention that because our aim of this thesis is to understand people’s 

thoughts and perception the interpretation made by us, the writers, cannot be seen as objective. 

Interpretation is individual and the way we comprehend our participants’ feelings and 

expressions differs. This needs to be considered since there is no clear guide to comprehend 

feelings.  
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4. Empirical findings 

 

 

This chapter illustrates the empirical findings collected through the focus groups and 

questionaries. The aim of this chapter is to present how, according to our investigation, Gen Z 

perceives brands taking a stand in racism, as well as how this stand effects Gen Z’s purchase 

behavior. Thereafter, we present how we found that the earlier mentioned four elements and 

additional three elements influence Gen Z’s perception of brand activism. Further, we present 

how we found that the perception influences Gen Z’s purchase behaviors. Finally, we end this 

chapter by presenting an updated conceptual model and summary of the findings. 

4.1 Gen Z’s perception of activist brands and racism 
 

Below, we present the findings of our study connected to the elements that affect Gen Z’s 

perception of activist brands engaged in racism.  

4.1.1 Gen Z’s feelings to activist brands and racism 

 

Generally, the element of feelings was repeated in all three focus group sessions. Every 

participant stated some sort of feeling when they tried to describe their perception of the 

presented brand’s stance in racism. In most of the discussions our participants stated that “I 

feel” or “this makes me feel” as a way to express their opinions on the brands stances. More 

than often the described feelings were connected to prior experiences and memories and 

whenever the participants tried to describe their perception of the presented messages, they 

referred to how they felt. One participant who strongly connected the element of feelings 

towards her perception of an anti-racist standpoint was Helen who explained how the feeling 

of inclusion made her feel good:  

I think it is so good that they have a black model, I barely see that, it’s the same 

with people wearing a head scarf, we do not see that, I like it, I feel included, 

and it feels good. – Jessica, 21 (Group 2) 
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Here, Helen used prior experiences to express how she felt. These kinds of statements were 

repeated throughout the data collection stage and was used to express and explain how they 

genuinely felt about the brands. Furthermore, the use of feelings to articulate their perception 

was seen in both a negative aspect as well as a positive aspect. The consistency of the findings 

of feelings role in perception indicated a strong factor of Gen Z’s perception of brands taking a 

stand in racism. To explain, repeated feelings that were found to be important for positive 

perception of brand activism were among others, inclusion, happiness, and pleasure. We found 

that when the feelings were encouraging the perception of the brand was positive, this means 

that whenever the participants felt like the brand had a progressive approach that aligned with 

their values, the overall perception of the brand was positive. One participant that expressed her 

feelings to show positive perception was Lisa who stated that: 

The picture shows inclusion and that the brand accepts all skin colors, I like it, it 

makes me feel involved. -Lisa, 23 (Group 3) 

In contrast, feelings that were repeated when showing signs of negative perception were among 

others, hate, exclusion, and uncomfortableness. We found that every focus group expressed 

discouraging feelings towards brands that did not align with their values and one statement that 

sums up how discouraging feelings were found to support negative perception is as followed:  

It makes me feel uncomfortable, and it feels like I am a part of the problem, and 

I don’t want to be bad, so like, yeah…. – Matilda, 24 (Group 3) 

Overall, feelings were found to be an important element for Gen Z when perceiving brand 

activism. In most of the discussions our participants expressed feelings as a way to describe 

their perception and more than often these feelings were based on personal consciousness, 

beliefs, and memories.  

4.1.2 Gen Z’s trust to brands engaged in racism  

 

During the focus groups sessions, we found that trust is a vital element that influences 

perception. Many of our participants expressed that trust takes time to be established and 

consumers need to get knowledge about the brand to feel trust. We found that for Gen Z to trust 

a brand, actions are as important as promises, which Jessica illustrated:  
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Their actions are the most important thing, whoever can say talk. – Jessica, 21 

(Group 2) 

Some of our participants felt that the brand will deliver what it promises. In that case, Gen Z 

felt that they could trust the brand based on the positive feeling and perception they got.  

Seeing that they have many different colors in their communication means that 

anyone will find a suitable foundation shade. -Olivia, 23 (Group 3) 

In the focus groups discussions, Gen Z expressed that they base their judgment on their beliefs 

and earlier experiences where brands did not fulfil their promises. We found that Gen Z cared 

about beliefs and got affected by earlier experiences which influence the perception.  

I have a friend, she tried to buy a foundation one time (…) she did not find 

foundation that fit her skin color, while in brands advertisements they claim they 

have for all skin colors. -Jessica, 21 (Group 2) 

Some reflections were made upon the brand image and the design used in the communications. 

The colors and the text mattered to participants when the question was about trust. The 

communication needs to look professional and creative for the brand to be trusted.  

They could be more creative, (…) the colors of the text and the design, it’s not 

convincing. -Lisa, 23 (Group 3)  

Participants agreed that the picture used in that LEActive’s communication (see appendix 2), 

did not create any trust and that using something else would have been more effective. We 

found that when the brand image did not reflect a positive personality, the perception was 

negative.  

What are they trying to tell me? That if I see racism, I am going to go over and 

show a red card? (…) what does it give me? –Matilda, 24 (Group 3) 

Finally, we found that trust is a matter of personal opinions and beliefs, and that Gen Z trusts 

brand that match its personality. A positive brand image is important to reflect credibility which 

increases the chances for Gen Z to trust the brand.  
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4.1.3 Gen Z’s definition of brand value 

 

During our three sessions, the participants reflected on the brand value when they want express 

their opinion about the brand. Some paticipants expressed a need to associate with the brand’s 

value and that they need to feel connected to it. Participnats looked mostly at the communicated 

messages and tried to make sense of it.  

If I saw this in the subway I would think, wow they take a stand aginst racism, I 

like them. – Amanda, 25 (Group 1) 

They don’t add filter to the picture, (..) they see us as we are. - Gunilla, 23 (Group 

2) 

Our participants reacted differently regarding the same communication that featured a black 

model. We understood that each participants had his or her own values and expectations on the 

brands. In one focus group, participants related the communication to positivity and inclusion, 

while in another group it brought negative thoughts and participants did not associate with the 

brand’s value. We found the perception of the brand’s value is determined by Gen Z’s own 

value and principles. Below are two statements that shows different values to the same brand: 

The one on the right with different skin colors, it’s really good because the brand 

accept every skin color. -Olivia, 23 (Group 3) 

It doesn’t feel good, (…) they focus only on the skin color. -Gunilla, 23 (Group 

2) 

Further, our participants agreed in all three focus groups that brands should be clearer in their 

communications if they want to create value. They explained that some communications can 

easily be misunderstood and would reflect negative values instead of positive ones. When we 

showed Shiny Pearl communications, participants reflected on the word “White”. We found 

that clarity is vital since Gen Z can easily misinterpret words and content. 

In our generation we are careful about words like white or keep it white because 

I feel like it can be read in two different ways (…) lighten it up or (…) light is the 

only beautiful color (…) it can be read very wrong. -Matilda, 24 (Group 3) 
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4.1.4 The importance of authenticity for Gen Z’s perception 

 

During the sessions, authenticity was refered to as whether the participants believed that the 

brand stood for what it communicated or not. The communicated messages were compared to 

the presentation of the brand and the brand image shown in the pictures. Some participants 

expressed brand authenticity while others demanded more information and eveidence. In that 

case that participants felt the brand was inauthentic, they explained that they felt the brand took 

a stand in racism for marketing and publicity purposes. Two participants who touched upon 

brand’s authenticity and inauthenticity is Lisa and Gunilla: 

The message is good I like, it shows like that they are against racism its clear . –

Lisa, 23 (Group 3) 

They are using a minority (black people) to market their brand. Gunilla, 23 (Group 

2) 

We asked the participants to pay attention to how the stance the brand took aligned with the 

communication and to tell us about how it made them feel. The participants perceived the brand 

negatively when the stand and the communicated messages were contradicting. We noted that 

when the brand took a stand against racism created a positive perception, but when the messages 

did not correlate with the stand the perception became negative.  

If I see that the brand says one thing and then does totally another thing, then I 

will stop (purchasing), in the long-term they have no value. - Jessica, 21 (Group 

2) 

Is it greenwashing? I mean the same concept but for this kind of stuff. - Olivia, 

23 (group 3) 

Some participants shared that they did not care much about brand authenticity. Instead they 

cared more about the quality of the product and how well-known the brand is. One participant 

stated: 

Good quality for example, that’s what I care about. -Kendall, 22 (group 2) 
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Finally, we found that authenticity influences Gen Z’s perception of the activist brand’s 

communications. In those cases that Gen Z felt that brand delivered its promises, the perception 

was positive. In other cases where the brand had contradicting communications, the perception 

was negative. In some other cases, authenticity did not matter for Gen Z, instead other material 

elements determined the perception.   

4.1.5 Gen Z and brand association 

 

Participants in all three focus groups associated our made-up brands to already existing, and for 

them, well-known brands. This element of perception emerged in most of the discussions and 

was touched upon by all 15 participants. For example, when we presented Milky Way, whose 

picture showed a bowl of melted chocolate (See Appendix 2) with the message “better brown 

on your bread than brown on your head”, all three focus groups compared the made-up brand 

with Nutella. However, there was nothing on the photo that indicated similarities between our 

made-up-brand and Nutella, except that they both offered chocolate. Despite this, most of our 

participants used Nutella as a reference while discussing their perception of Milky Way’s 

stance. This finding indicated that Gen Z uses their brand association as an element in their 

perception of brands taking a stand in racism. As one participant stated:  

I mean if it is a brand that I generally like I will buy it, I care more about the 

prices, the products and stuff like that rather than the stand they take, I like when 

I know and associate with the brand. – Kendall, 22 (Group 2) 

Additionally, during our data collection we found that if two separated brands communicated 

the same stance, Gen Z’s perception of and response to the brands activistic message would be 

heavily affected by their personal associations and identification. The brand with the strongest 

association was found to always be perceived as the superior brand. When asked about the 

perception of Milky Way’s activism, most of our respondents concluded that because of the 

weak association they would not care about their brands activism. As one of our participants 

stated: 

If it was Milky Way, I wouldn’t have cried if I cut it out of my life. – Amanda, 25 

(Group 1) 
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However, participant in all three focus groups agreed that if the same stance and actions were 

taken by Nutella, a brand with a stronger association, their perception would change. This 

finding turns against the initial review of perception because here the participants were willing 

to reverse their own beliefs and standpoints to support a brand that they have a strong 

association with. One participant stated that:  

Look, Nutella has a big image, and even if they said something racist, I would 

still buy it, because I like the brand. – Olivia, 23 (Group 3) 

Furthermore, a dialogue that supported the finding of association emerged during a discussion 

about how brands need to act according to their stance. One participant used the well-known 

sports brand Nike as a reference for her perception and mentioned:  

I mean like Nike, I actually think they are good, because they show lots of women 

with head scarfs and all skin-tones are welcomed, I think Nike is good. – Kendall, 

22 (Group 2) 

The conversation later escalated and participants in the same group that wore a head scarf 

mentioned that they thought Nike was ok but not their favorite. A heated debate about whether 

Nike was advocator in racism or not emerged, and at the end of the discussion one participant 

stated:  

Hahah, she is protecting Nike now because she loves that brand. – Gunilla, 23 

(Group 2) 

Kendall who Gunilla refers to justify her statement and added that she does in fact love Nike 

and everything they do. In total, all groups discussed brand association as an important element 

for brand perception. Our findings showed that the stronger association towards the brand, the 

more supportive perception of the brand. In contrast, the weaker association towards the brand, 

the more negative perception of the activistic standpoint. It was also found that if the association 

was strong, the possibility to go against their own believes in favor for the brand was high.  

4.1.6 Cultures effect on Gen Z’s perception 

 

The element of culture was found in two out of three focus groups and were repeated throughout 

both sessions. Here, the participants indicated that because of culture their perception of brand 
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activism would differ. Our respondents debated that stance they believed to be regressive might 

be viewed as progressive in another culture. Furthermore, the respondents claimed that 

depending on your upbringing and surrounded environment you get taught what’s good for the 

society and what’s not. The participants meant that because of this multi-cultural perspective, 

the perception of the activist brand’s standpoints would differ and there would not be a 

worldwide right or wrong viewpoint.  

The cultural discussion initially emerged when we presented Shiny-pearl’s communication and 

stand in racism (See Appendix 2).  Here the respondents’ initial emotions were negative, and 

they expressed feelings of exclusion, hatred, and confusion. All three focus groups discussed 

that they did not support nor wanted to be associated with the brand since their communications 

were perceived as regressive and supportive of racial inequalities. As one participant stated:  

Wow, yeah that is a big no, that is straight up racist. – Beatrice, 25 (Group 1) 

However, once the discussion moved on, the participants indicated that just because their 

perception of the brand was negative, did not mean that this perception was universal. In two 

out of the three focus groups the participants revealed that if they had come from another 

culture, for example Asia, their perception would have been the opposite. The following 

statements exhibits the discussion in group 2:  

I have a darker skin-tone, so this just does not fit for me and where I come from. 

But if we went to like South Asia, it would be appropriate for them since they 

want to be whiter. – Gunilla, 23 (Group 2) 

This discussion was later confirmed by group 3’s conversation where they touched on the same 

cultural element by stating that: 

If I were from another culture, I would have got offended, but because I am white, 

I don’t read between the lines - Matilda, 24 (Group 3) 

This finding indicated that culture and background is a vital element on the perception of brands 

taking a stand in racism. Two independent groups came to the same conclusion that culture has 

a role in the perception and response to activist brand and the issue of racism. 
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4.1.7 Gen Z’s perception of mixed communications 

 

Another element of perception that was found during the data collection was mixed brand 

communications. This element was discussed among all three focus groups and was described 

as a determination of perception based on how the activistic message was communicated. We 

found that most of the respondents believed that when communicating an activistic standpoint 

it shouldn’t be mixed with other messages. If the stance was mixed with offerings or prices 

from the brand, the activistic standpoint either diminished or provoked them. It was believed 

by many participants that when mixing communications about the brand’s products and prices 

to the activistic stance the authenticity as well as the positive perception of the brand decreased. 

During all three sessions similar statements as the following one occurred:  

If you take a stand, the communication should be about just the stand and not 

about their products and prices, it just feels very wrong. – Beatrice, 25 (Group 1) 

This element emerged when showing the communications made by the sport-brand LEActive, 

more specifically the message “we smash racism just as good as our prices” (See Appendix 2). 

All our focus groups reacted on the fact that the brand mixed the taken stand with their 

offering’s prices. Repeated statements indicated that depending on how the brand present their 

stance, the perception will differ. If the stance was presented by itself a positive perception was 

found and when the activistic stance was mixed with the brand’s offerings a negative perception 

was found. Some of our participants explained this element of perception as followed: 

It starts good, but then they start promoting their products, they kind of ignore the 

issue. – Dennis, 21 (Group 1) 

In total, it was found that Gen Z gets a positive perception when brands communicate their 

activistic standpoint by itself and a negative perception when the brand mixes its 

communications with other messages.  

4.2 Gen Z’s purchase behavior towards activist brands 

 

Gen Z’s perception of activist brand engaged in racism has an influence on their purchase 

behaviors. Here we present our finding regarding this matter.   
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4.2.1 Gen Z’s purchase intentions 

 

Generally, all participants used the willingness to purchase as a way to respond to the brands’ 

stance in racism. All seven elements of perception found during the focus groups were proven 

to have a role in Gen Z’s purchase behaviors. A coherent identified theme throughout the focus 

group sessions was that positive perception resulted in positive purchase intentions whilst 

negative perception led to negative purchase behavior. If the perceptions were positive the 

participants all agreed that they were pro-purchasing from the brand. One participant stated 

that: 

When you see all the skin-colors on the message you think, of course I am going 

to buy from this brand because I am sure they are going to have the right 

foundation for my skin-color. -Olivia, 23 (Group 3) 

Here, the participant based her purchase intention on how she perceived the stance taken by the 

brand. In contrast, if the perception was negative the purchase behavior was found to be 

negative. As one participant stated:  

This gives me nothing, I would not even look at their direction or even consider 

buying something. –Jessica, 21 (Group 2)  

The findings related to purchase behavior indicated that if the participants’ feelings, values, 

trust, authenticity, culture, mixed messages, and association led to a positive perception they 

would purchase from the brand, and vice versa. However, one element where this finding was 

contradicting and not fully supported was association. If a brand with strong association to the 

participants took a stand against their believes, they would, despite a negative perception, 

purchase from the brand. When the participants discussed Nutella and Milky Way, most of the 

participants agreed that they would continue to buy from Nutella, but not Milky Way, despite 

them showing identical stances. Oliva summed up the participants conclusions:  

 Shame on me but yea I think I will continue buy Nutella. – Olivia, 23 (Group 3) 

Overall, all seven elements of perception were found to play a role in Gen Z’s purchase 

behavior. Positive perception led to a completed purchase whilst negative perception led to no 

purchase. However, association weas found to not follow the pattern.  
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4.2.2 Gen Z as supporters, boycotters and non-cotters 

 

During the discussions, participants clearly expressed that in that case they supported the 

brand’s stance they would show their support in form of purchase intention. We understood that 

Gen Z valued the brand’s values highly and that when the values were shared, a purchase 

behavior was the outcome. Our participants supported those brands that they agreed with their 

stand regarding racism more than physical possessions. We found that the perception of the 

brand played a major role in purchase decision. Shared values regarding racism were an 

important element since it was the first element participants referred to when they justified their 

purchase behaviors. One participant expressed that she opposed the brand’s stance regarding 

racism: 

 I buy their products, then I support their ideas. - Matilda, 24 (Group 3) 

Further, during the focus groups sessions, we examined how different elements influenced 

consumer’s purchase behavior. We tried to understand the reason behind the boycott behavior 

by asking participants if they would purchase the brand’s products or not. Some participants 

had a strong opinion and expressed that their values regarding racism do not align with the 

brand’s which resulted in a boycott behavior. Our participants justified the boycott behavior to 

bring progressive social change and for self-enhancement. We found that negative values, 

feelings and distrust derived the boycott behavior. Our participants used words such as “against 

that”, “shocked” and “brand image”: 

I boycotted some brands that supported Russia during the Ukraine war, because I 

am against it. - Matilda, 24 (Group 3) 

If I see this today, I would have been extremely shocked, I wouldn’t buy their 

products because I don’t want to support this type of business. – Amanda, 25 

(Group 1) 

I usually don’t base my decision only on the image of the brand, but the image is 

pretty objective. – Olivia, 23 (Group 3) 

Other elements that were founded during the discussions were, association, culture and mixed 

messages. Our participants said that when it comes to certain brands that they could associate 

with, it’s difficult to get affected by their communications, regardless of the taken stance. 
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Participants meant that these brands have already created positive perception in the mind of the 

consumers, and it is difficult to change.  

When the overall perception of the brand is good, like you know with Starbucks 

or Nutella, (…), their customers cannot let them go, it would not matter to them. 

– Jessica, 21 (Group 2)  

Further, participants who had a different background and they referred to themselves as 

“minorities” were not easily attracted to the brand and therefore did not express any purchase 

intentions. Those participants perceived the brand’s stance negatively and said they felt the 

brand use minorities in their communication for financial gains:  

She is dark, we are Arabs, you wear head scarf, we are all minorities. This brand 

would never get us to buy anything. – Gunilla, 23 (Group 2)  

Moreover, when the brand’s communication against racism was mixed with the prices, the 

participants perceived the brand negatively. Participants could not come to a purchase decision 

since they felt confused about the brand, and they did not understand the connection between 

the issue of racism and prices. Matilda sums up how confusion did not lead to a complete 

purchase: 

 I don’t know, I don’t get it. What does it mean to me? – Matilda, 24 (group 3) 

Finally, we found that Gen Z is more likely to choose brands that are socially responsible, 

however, some of our participants felt that activist brands should take a stance in issues they 

can relate to their core businesses. One participant expressed that she could not connect the 

brand’s core business with the racism: 

I don’t know how a hair product can be effective for racism, (…) maybe a product   

can be ecological or ethical? – Olivia, 23 (group 3) 

4.3 Summary of empirical findings and updated conceptual model  

 

Below a summary of the empirical findings is presented, followed by an updated version of 

the initial conceptual model (See figure 4). 
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Table 5  

Summary of the empirical findings based on the conceptual model 

Perception  Participants statements Findings 

Element Feelings - The picture shows inclusion and that the 

brand accepts all skin colors, I like it, it 

makes me feel involved. 

- It makes me feel uncomfortable, and it feels 

like I am a part of the problem, and I don’t 

want to be bad, so like, they need to 

understand that they will lose customers. 

Positive feelings lead to 

positive perception 

Negative feelings lead to 

negative perception 

 Trust - Their actions are the most important thing; 

whoever can talk.. 

- What are they trying to tell me? That if I see 

racism, I am going to go over and show a red 

card? (…) what does it give me?  

Positive perception and trust 

are established when brands 

fulfil their promises 

Negative perception and 

distrust when the brands do 

not match Gen Z’s 

personality and beliefs 

 Value - If I saw this in the subway I would think, 

wow they take a stand aginst racism, I like 

them 

- It doesn’t feel good, (…) they focus only on 

the skin color 

- In our generation we are careful about 

words like white or keep it white 

Positive perception when 

Gen Z associates to the 

brand’s values. 

Mismatch in value leads to 

negative perception 

Vagueness in brand’s 

communication decrease 

brand’s value and create 

negative perception 

 Authenticity - It is super clear that they are against 

racism, it shows, so I like them for that.  

 

- It seems like they use a black woman just to 

promote their products. -J, 21 (Group 2) 

Aligned messages and 

practices create positive 

perception and authenticity 

Messages that are distanced 

from the communications 

creates negative perception 

New 

findings 

Association - Hahah, she is protecting Nike now because 

she loves that brand 

- “If it was Milky Way I wouldn’t have cried 

if I cut it out of my life”. – A, 25 (Group 1) 

Brands that Gen Z associate 

with does not influence the 

perception.  

 Culture I have a darker skin-tone, so this just does 

not fit for me and where I come from. But if 

we went to like south Asia, it would be 

appropriate for them since they want to be 

whiter. – G, 23 (Group 2) 

Perception is affected by Gen 

Z’s culture and surroundings.  
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If I were from another culture, I would have 

got offended, but because I am white, I don’t 

read between the lines. -M, 24 (Group 3) 

 Mixed 

communication 

If you take a stand, the communication 

should be about just the stand and not about 

their products and prices, it just feels very 

wrong. – B, 25 (Group 1) 

It starts good, but then they start promoting 

their products, they kind of ignore the issue. 

– D, 21 (Group 1) 

When marketing is solely 

about the stand, the 

perception is positive 

When marketing containing 

both the taken stand and 

prices, the perception is 

negative 

Consumer 

Response 

 Participant statement Findings 

 Purchase 

intentions 

-When you see all the skin-colors on the 

message you think, of course I am going to 

buy from this brand because I am sure they 

are going to have the right foundation for my 

skin-color. -O, 23 (Group 3). 

this gives me nothing, I would not even look 

at their direction or even consider buying 

something. –H, 22 (Group 2) 

Positive perception leads to 

positive purchase intentions 

 

 

Negative perception leads to 

negative purchase intentions. 

 Boycott, non-

cutter, or 

support 

I boycotted some brands that supported 

Russia, during the Ukraine war, because I 

am against it. M, 24 (Group 3) 

I buy their products, then I support their 

ideas. - Matilda, 24 (Group 3) 

Mismatch in values result in 

boycott behavior 

Purchase intentions are equal 

to supporting the brand’s 

stand. 

 

 

Figure 4  

Updated conceptual model 

 

Note; This model is an updated version of the initial conceptual model found in chapter 2. 
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5. Discussion 

 

 

This chapter discusses the empirical discoveries in relation to the conceptual model and the 

literature review presented in chapter 2. The aim of this chapter is to answer the research 

question of Gen Z’s perception and response to brands taking an unbiased stand in racism.  

5.1 Gen Z’s brand perception 

 

The purpose of this study was initiated based on identified gaps in existing literature. To our 

knowledge, and from recommendations from previous researchers (Vredenburg et al., 2020), 

the subjects of Gen Z’s perception of brands taking a stand in racism and how this perception 

affects their purchase behaviors needs to be further studied (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020; Midgette 

& Mulvey, 2021; Robichaud & Yu, 2021). Our findings indicated that to understand Gen Z’s 

perception of brands engaged in racism, it is needed to understand the elements that influence 

Gen Z’s perception. Further an understanding of how these elements affect their purchase 

behaviors is required. The first part of the purpose of this study was therefore to investigate and 

understand Gen Z’s perception of brands taking a stand in racism. The empirical findings in 

this study resulted in three outcomes worth discussing. To begin with, all initial four elements 

presented in the literature review, as well as in the conceptual model in chapter 2, were proven 

to have a role in Gen Z’s overall perception of brand activism. Secondly, three new elements 

of perception were discovered and added to the model (See Figure 4). Lastly, all seven finalized 

elements were found to have a joint role in Gen Z’s perception of brands taking a stand in 

racism. 

 

To begin with, all initial elements from the conceptual model and the literature review were 

proven to play a role in Gen Z’s perception of brands taking a stand in racism. The literature 

review was based on previous research that shared general knowledge about perception of brand 

with a connection to brand activism but not to racism. However, our study supported that 

existing literature can be adapted to Gen Z’s perception of brands engaged in racism. Rodrigues 

and Martin (2016) and Bhagwat et al., (2020) argued that value is a component that determines 

the relationship between the brand and the customer and when this relationship is built on 



Hejazi & Larsson 

48 

 

aligned values there is a big possibility for a positive perception. Our findings confirmed 

Bhagwat et al., (2020) and Rodrigues and Martin’s (2016) statement since our sample of Gen 

Z explained that their perception of the brand would be positive if the brand’s shared the same 

values in the matter of racism as they did. Our sample of Gen Z helped us confirm this argument 

as well, as they showed encouraging perception when faced with brands whose standpoints and 

values aligned with their own.  

 

Furthermore, Södergren (2021) explained the importance of authenticity as an element of 

perception as it is the way brands describes themselves as being true to their standpoint. The 

participants in this study indicated that if a brand claimed to be anti-racist and show this in all 

their operations, they will have a positive perception. In contrast, if the brand’s stand did not 

align with its true being, Gen Z was found to be confused which resulted in turmoil and or in 

worst case scenario, a negative perception. Fritz et al., (2017) and Södergren (2021) 

argumentations were thus adapted by Gen Z in their perception of brands engaged in racism. 

Additionally, one element that was repeated constantly throughout our data collection was 

feelings. Previous literature from Han et al., (2007) presented two types of feelings that were 

used in perception, integral and incidental feelings. For the most part, the participants in this 

thesis applied integral feelings as they referred to previous events and examples when reflecting 

upon their thoughts about the activist brands’ standpoint. This was not surprising since Han et 

al., (2007) did argue that this type of feeling was the most common one. However, just as Han 

et al., (2007) and Chang and Hung (2018) claimed, there were less notions of incidental feelings 

among our sample of Gen Z. The reason behind this can be that incidental feelings are harder 

to identify unless you are exclusively looking to identify these attitudes, and that was not the 

purpose of our thesis (Han et al., 2007; Chang & Hung, 2018).    

 

Moreover, trust was also discussed among the respondents, indicating a support for previous 

literature, the conceptual model, and the purpose of this study. However, this element was not 

as reoccurring as the other three initial elements, yet, it was nodded upon, and it did add valuable 

information about the understanding of Gen Z’s perception. Gen Z claimed that they had a hard 

time trusting brands that did not support their values in a coherent way, the lack of support 

made them feel uneasy and they claimed that the brands did not advocate their standpoint in a 

trustworthy way. These characteristics can be compared to Edelman’s (2019) previous report 

that showed that for a customer to trust a brand they need to evoke positive feelings (Edelman, 
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2018; Sung & Kim, 2010). Another reason why trust was not a frequent element of perception 

was because the participants did not know more about the brands than what were presented to 

them. Södergren (2021) and Sapienza et al., (2013) argued that trustworthiness is built over 

time and as the participants were introduced to the brands during the session, they did not have 

the possibility to judge the trustworthiness of the brands and their standpoint. However, 

participants referred to the brand image when they tried to express trust and how it affected 

their perception. This finding supports Hosseini and Behboudi (2017) about brand image and 

how it can create trust.  

 

The second aspect worth discussing is the new elements, culture, mixed messages, and 

association, that were discovered during the data collection. These elements were not supported 

by our literature review and not a part of our initial conceptual model. Yet, they contributed 

with knowledge needed to fill the gaps found in Gen Z’s perception of brands taking a stand in 

racism that is described in the problematization. The element that was found to have the most 

impact of all elements in this thesis was brand association. We made the choice to base this 

study on made-up brands because we believed our participants brand associations would affect 

their perception of the brand and the stance they took. However, despite that we had made-up 

brands in this research, participants could not avoid brand association. This finding is not 

surprising hence there are similarities with existing literature and research. Han et al., (2007) 

claimed that past experiences are used to express feelings, and this occurrence was used by our 

participants when they compared our brands with prior experiences they had with existing 

brands. Further, Södergren (2017) mentioned that consumers tend to forget mistakes made by 

the brands they trust and associate with. This statement explains and supports why our sample 

of Gen Z were forgiving towards the brands they trusted, but were negative towards the made-

up brands, despite them being identical. Because of this, the understanding of Gen Z was 

broadened, and the element of brand association was added to the conceptual model.  

 

The other two additions to the conceptual model were the elements of mixed messages and 

culture. The mixed communication aspect was discovered in all three focus groups and all 

participants agreed that if the stance was marketed by itself, it had a greater possibility to create 

positive perception. In contrast, if the stance was mixed with other types of communication, 

their perception got affected negatively. This new addition of understanding has similarities 

with Södergren’s (2021) who stated that when a brand is genuine the customer perception will 
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be positive. Additionally, culture was discussed by two out of three groups but was according 

to those participants a strong marker for perception. They argued that depending on your 

upbringing and living-environment you get taught what is racist and what is not. Fiske et al., 

(2012) argued in his previous research that perception differs based on what social group you 

belong to. People within the same social group is argued to have similar perceptions because of 

shared beliefs, thought patterns and values (Fiske et al., 2012). This discussion can also be 

supported by Edelman’s (2018) argument that people demand brands to make a progressive 

change. However, if culture determines what is seen as progressive and not, this will in fact 

influence Gen Z’s perception. Therefore, as both the mixed communications and the cultural 

aspect were discussed by our sample of Gen Z, and there is support from previous researchers, 

the two elements were added to the conceptual model to fulfill the purpose of this study and to 

understand Gen Z’s perception (See figure 4). 

 

Lastly, all seven elements found in this thesis were proven to influence the perception of Gen 

Z in one way or another. However, the elements did not have an independent role but rather a 

joint position. For example, during the focus groups the authenticity element was argued to be 

influenced and linked with the marketing element. This is not surprising since Edelman (2018) 

meant that brands need to know how to communicate their stance clearly to show their true 

colors. This argument from previous research was supported as our sample of Gen Z meant that 

if brands market their stance in a way that makes the customers confused, the authenticity gets 

affected negatively because the brand does not show their true colors. The brand has taken a 

stand against racism but uses this stand to attract customers by communicating the stand with 

sales and promotions. By doing so the marketing and authenticity elements have a negative 

impact on the perception of Gen Z. Further, trust and association were also found to be 

connected to each other. Gen Z expressed that if you trust the brand and its activism, the brand 

association is strong. However, in this research trust was not a strong element as the participants 

could not trust the made-up brands. The lack of trust existed because they did not know and 

associate with the brands. As trust was a lacking element in the made-up brands and the 

participants instead used existing brands as references, Sapineza et al., (2013) statement aligned 

with our experience. Finally, feelings were an element that had a strong relationship with all 

other elements discussed in this thesis. When our participants discussed their perception of 

brands taking a stand in racism, they referred to their feelings. For example, when Gen Z 

discussed value, they referred to the feeling of belonging and feeling included. This was also 
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reflected during the discussion of authenticity where participants expressed negative perception 

by negative feelings such as confused, and positive perception be positive feeling such as 

pleased. 

5.2 Gen Z’s purchase behavior 

 

In the second part of our research purpose, we aimed to understand how the perception 

discussed in the previous section influenced Gen Z’s purchase behaviors and here we provide 

an answer to our research question. Gen Z is activist and cares about modern socio-political 

issues and demands brands to make a progressive change (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020). As racism 

is an important emerging socio-political issue and more studies are needed to understand the 

link between Gen Z and racism (Midgette & Mulvey, 2021), we focused on the issue of racism 

in our study. We examined Gen Z’s purchase behaviors to get an in-depth understanding of 

their response to activist brands based on the outcome of their perception.  

According to our literature review and previous research, consumer purchase behaviors are 

based on their perception of the brand, especially when the brand is engaged with the public 

and are getting corporate attention (Smith et al., 2004). Further, research also shows that 

younger generations, notably Gen Z, are politically active and are belive-driven consumers 

(Sarkar & Kotler, 2018; Ries, 2017). This consumer segment makes its purchase descisions 

based on percieved brand value (Handley, 2018) To begin with, our findings confirm what was 

found in the existing literature about Gen Z’s purchase decsions and behaviours, and we got an 

in-depth understanding of how each element (see figure 4) effects these purchse behaviours. 

We found that our participants based their purchase decisions on the seven elements, but during 

our sessions we found that participants reflected upon some elements more than others. This 

indicated a need to further discuss the elements effect on their purchase behavior to fully answer 

the research question and to fullfill the purpose of this study.  

Firstly, the elements that were discussed the most by our participants and that seemed to have 

most impact on their purchase behavior were value and feelings. Starting with feelings, an 

example of when this element had an effect on purchase behavior was when participants felt 

that the brand promoted inclusion, they said they would support it by purchasing its products. 

This indicates that Gen Z’s purchase bsehaviour is influenced by the element of feelings and 

that feelings are an element brands need to include more in their communications. Our sample 
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of Gen Z said based on the the feelings they got in case they purchase it would be to support 

the brand and if not it would be to not support it. This clearly shows how feelings influence the 

purchase behaviour which confirms Chang and Hung’s (2018) previous findings. Further, 

another element that were proven to have a strong influence on Gen Z’s purchase behaviur was 

brand value. Our participants shared that they need to feel that the brand gives them value and 

based on that they would choose to purchase the brands products and support it. During the 

sessions, participnats shared that they would buy Hejazi Makeup products because it gave them 

value by standing for inclusion. Handley (2018) stated in previous research that Gen Z is a 

beliefe driven consumer segment and our study has showed that value and feelings were two 

elements that had a strong influence on their purchase behaviour. Further, our findings indicate 

that Gen Z is more likely to choose socially responsible brands, and this findings is supported 

by (Weinzimmer & Esken , 2016; Li & Hong, 2020). We also indicated that Gen Z prefers that 

brands take a stance in issues related to the brand’s core business (Weinzimmer & Esken , 2016) 

since Gen Z feel that they contribute to progressive social change when purchase the brand’s 

products. 

Secondly, our literature review showed that Gen Z would boycott when they percieve a brand 

negatively or when they do not share similar values. This finding supported Li and Hung’s 

(2020) research  that found that consumers would boycott a brand when strong negative feelings 

occured. We found that strong statements and images in the brand’s communications will cause 

strong feelings and reactions. Our sample of Gen Z used words such as “shocked” and 

“terrible”, this led to boycott decision. Smith et al. (2004) stated that a boycott decision is a 

way for consumers to express their opinions in different matters. Our finding agree with this 

statement since our participants expressed that, in their opinion, to purchase a product is equal 

to supporting the brand’s stance. Further, Smith et al. (2004) stated that consumers might feel 

social pressure and therefor decide to boycott an brand. However, our empirical findings do not 

support this statement when applying it on Gen Z. Our sample of Gen Z did not feel pressure 

to agree with others’ opinion or social norms and expectations. We found that Gen Z stand for 

their own opinion and values and does not get easily influenced by others’ opinions. Further, 

our findings could not neither indicate the effect boycott behaviors have on brand reputation 

and brand image as founded in the existing literature (Smith et al., 2004). The choice of made-

up brands did not make possible for us to study this statement since our choice of made-up 

brands made it difficult for the participants to relate to the brand reputation or image. 
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Thirdly, Smith et al., (2004) identified a segment of consumers called non-cotters. This segment 

does not make purchase decisions based on belives (Smith et al., 2004). Our empirical findings 

support this statement since some of our participants expressed that they would not care about 

the brand stance if they are not involved in that particular matter the brand engages in. We 

found that racism as a socio-political issue did not engage all of our segement of Gen Z and 

when so, participants expressed that they do not decide their purchase behaviour based on the 

brand’s stand. Instead, we found that Gen Z would consider other factors such as product quality 

and prices. However, the described pattern of purchase behaviors breaks when a new element 

of perception emerged. Our sample of Gen Z changed their purchase behaviour when they 

associated to a specific brand. Despite the strong negative feelings and a clear mismatch in 

values between the brand and our sample of Gen Z. We found that Gen Z’s purchase behavior 

did not get influenced by the perception when there was brand association. This new finding 

will help marketers focus on establishing a strong brand association in the mind of the 

consumers, especially Gen Z.  

Finally, the rest of the elements, including new one, which are trust, authenticity, culture and 

mixed communications, did not, based on our investigation, influence Gen Z’s purchase 

behaviors as much as feeling, value and association. Trust was difficult to identify since 

participants felt they need to get to know the brand in order to decide whether to purchase or 

not. This finding confirms Södergren’s (2021) statement that trust will lead to purchase 

behaviour in the long-term which indicates that trust takes time to establish. It was proven that 

Gen Z would purchase in that case that the brand image was positive and created trust. A similar 

finding was found regarding authenticity. We found that authenticity is difficult to intergrate in 

the communication since it takes time to establish and it depends on other factors such as 

brand’s name and reputation (Södergren, 2021). Since we used made-up brands in our study, 

authenticity was difficult to define and integrate and therefore our findings did not provide a 

connections between authenticity and purchase behaviours. Moreover, our new founded 

elements in the perception, marketing and culture, did not influence the purchase behvaiours 

neither.  
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6. Conclusion 

 

 

In this last section we begin with a summary of the thesis that summarizes all previous chapters. 

We also present our thesis’s theoretical, managerial, and societal contributions and we end 

with a critical review and future research recommendations.  

6.1 Summary of thesis 

 

The aim of this thesis was to understand Gen Z’s perception of activist brands engaged in racism 

and how this perception led to a response in the form of purchase behaviors. To fulfill the 

purpose of our thesis and to answer the research question we used an inductive research 

approach (Bryman et al., 2019). We constructed a conceptual model based on existing research 

and literature, the main core of this model revolved around brand activism, brand perception 

and purchase behaviors. First, brand activism was communicated in the form of progressive 

and regressive standpoints (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020). Second, four identified elements from the 

literature review helped to understand consumer perception of brand communications (Han et 

a., 2007; Sapienza et al., 2013; Rodrigues & Martins, 2016; Södergren, 2021). Third, 

consumers' response and actions in the form of purchase or boycott behaviors was determined 

based on perception (Li & Hong, 2020). This conceptual model was later used as a backdrop 

and a guideline during the data collection. To carry out the research we used a qualitative 

method in the form of three focus groups (Bryman et al., 2019). The focus group sessions helped 

us to get an in-depth understanding of the elements that influenced Gen Z’s perception of 

activist brands' standpoints and how their perception led to positive or negative purchase 

behaviors. After we conducted the focus group sessions, we used inductive and deductive 

approaches to analyze our data and draw conclusions illustrated in an updated conceptual model 

(Bryman et al., 2019).  

Our findings indicated that activist brands engaged in racism can be perceived both positively 

and negatively and that depending on the perception, Gen Z’ purchase behavior was influenced 

differently (See table 5). It was also found that some elements of perception had a bigger role 

in Gen Z’s purchase behavior. Our findings supported that positive feelings and shared values 



Hejazi & Larsson 

55 

 

created positive perceptions of the brand and vice versa. Further, we found that some elements, 

such as trust and authenticity cannot be identified solely through brand’s communications. 

These two elements are established when the consumer gets knowledge about the brand and its 

practices. In addition, mixed communications had a negative influence on the brand perception 

and made brands appear false and inauthentic. The element culture showed that different 

backgrounds influenced the brand perception but did not have a big impact on purchase 

behavior. Positive perception led to purchase intent while negative perception led to boycott, 

especially when consumers did not approve the brand’s stance and values. We found that the 

element association breaks the pattern of purchase behaviors since Gen Z forgive brands they 

associate with. 

Lastly, the answer to the research question and the conclusion of this thesis can be made into 

three aspects. Firstly, seven elements of perception, feelings, value, trust, authenticity, mixed 

communications, culture, and association were found to have an impact on Gen Z’s perception 

of brands taking a stand in racism. Secondly, despite all seven elements were proven to have an 

independent part in Gen Z’s perception, they all worked together as a joint role in their purchase 

intentions. However, some elements were proven to have a bigger impact than others. The most 

effective elements of perception were found to be value, feelings, and association. Further, 

positive perception led to purchase intent and negative perception led to boycott. Those of Gen 

Z who did not relate to the issue that the brand took a stand in, acted as non-cotters. Lastly, 

even though association were proven to have a big impact on purchase intentions, this element 

broke the pattern because if the association of the brand was high, the customer expressed a 

purchase intent despite a mismatch with the brand’s values.  

6.2 Theoretical contributions 

 

Three identified gaps were detected in existing literature and the intersection of these three areas 

was in the fields of Gen Z’s perception, racism, and brand activism. Gen Z is the newest 

generation of purchasers (CGI, 2022), and their demands and perceptions are vital if brands 

wish to attract them as future customers (Mitchell, 2020). Vredenburg et al., (2020) claimed 

that more research is needed in the field of perception and brand activism aimed at a certain 

issue. Therefore, this study will help to fill this gap and provide insight about Gen Z perception 

and purchase behaviors in this observed research disparity. In more detail, this thesis contributes 

with knowledge of the element that shape both negative and positive perception of Gen Z as 
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well as how this perception affect their purchase behaviors. The theoretical contributions are 

specified on the socio-political issue of racism which (Sarkar & Kotler, 2020) claimed needs to 

be further studied. Our findings about how to attract Gen Z and gain its support by taking a 

stand in racism, help future researchers to further investigate this matter by providing them with 

a start point of what elements that has the biggest impact. 

6.3 Managerial contributions  

 

To the best of our knowledge and as stated in the problematization, marketers do not have the 

proper understanding of how Gen Z’s perceive brands engaged in racism (Sarkar & Kotler, 

2020; Robichaud & Yu, 2021; Robichaud & Yu, 2021). Further, existing research showed that 

most brands wish to become activist but are afraid to lose consumers and damage their 

reputations because brand activism is risky (Weinzimmer & Esken , 2016). However, this thesis 

contributes with an understanding of Gen Z’s perception of brands taking a stand in racism as 

well as how this perception affect their purchase behaviour. This understanding can help 

marketers and brand executives who wish to target Gen Z as potential customers in the form of 

a recommendation for managerial decisions and to decrease the risk of becoming activist. For 

example, brands can use our findings to create positive brand image and perception to attract 

Gen Z hence they, with the help of our study, know what elements of perception to focus on. 

Most brands rely on satisfied customers because they assist with profits and makes the operation 

grow, and by understanding the customers perception, it will be easier for the brands to 

customize and fullfill this segments demands and pursue them into complete a purchase.  

6.4 Societal contributions 

 

Our study provides a better understanding of Gen Z’s perception of and behaviors towards 

activist brands, especially since little is known about this generation (Gomez, et al., 2019; CGI, 

2022). The findings of our study help not only marketers and activist brands but  organizations  

and the society in general. Our findings could be applicable on universtities since Gen Z, based 

on their young age, is a target group of schools and univertities. Further, businesses and 

employers that wish to attract young talents also benefit of this study and can use it as a 

startpoint to create an attractive image in the eye of Gen Z. Attracting Gen Z to schools, 

universities and workplaces will improve the society by helping youths to find their way in life 
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and by improving their social, educational and financial status. Further, a better status for Gen 

Z will help the society in general since youths are the future and the ones that make change and 

are the driving force of society (Rojas, 2020). We also contribute to the society by providing 

information about Gen Z’s thoughts regarding racism and what type of communications, in 

form of messages or pictures, this generation considers racist. This in turn can help the fight 

against a world of racial inequalities.  

6.5 Critical review and recommendations for future research   

 

As with all thesis’s, this study needs to be critically reviewed. To begin with, the research 

purpose was to investigate a whole generation’s perception and behaviors, however, it is worth 

to mention that the thesis does not guarantee that the conclusions and findings are supported by 

the whole generation. Since our study was conducted in Sweden and most of our participants 

were based there, the Swedish culture and environment might have affected the outcome of the 

study. Further, culture was one of our new findings it would be an interesting aspect for future 

research. Therefore, we suggest that future research to study Gen Z’s perception of brands in 

several countries to ensure a more reliable outcome. Moreover, we decided to conduct the focus 

groups by using made-up brands (See Appendix 2), which might not fully comply with the 

reality of existing brand communication. Therefore, we suggest that future researchers study 

real brands that are not well established to avoid brand association, which also was a finding.  

Moreover, our study was limited to Gen Z who were over 18 years old since those under 18 

needed to get their parents’ approval to participate. We also have a very small sample size which 

means that our findings cannot be generalized. We suggest that future research focuses on the 

whole generation and study a larger sample to get a more general understanding of their 

perception and purchase behaviors. Additionally, racism is a socio-political issue where the 

attention and efforts to solve it fluctuate because of trends. For example, when this thesis was 

written, the world had just witnessed Russia’s attack on Ukraine, and we lived in a world 

affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. Therefore, Gen Z’s mind was influenced by these events 

which might have affected their answers. However, if the thesis was written during the era of 

Colin Kaepernick or George Floyd, when racism was increasingly higher, the answers from our 

participants might have been different. Nevertheless, this does not take away the importance of 

the issue and the need for future research in parallel questions. 
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APPENDIX 1 – Complementary questionaries – Swedish  

Questions:  Name of brand: Name of brand: 

Vad ser du I bilderna som 

visas? 

  

Kan du beskriva hur du 

känner när du ser/hör 

kommunikationen. 

  

Med tanke på 

ståndpunkten/meddelandet 

och beskrivningen, hade 

du kunnat tänka dig köpa 

av varumärket? 

  

Hur känner du av att 

varumärken tar ställning i 

rasistfrågan? 

  

Vad är din åsikt om dessa 

varumärken? 

  

Är där något du vill 

tillägga? Som inte  
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APPENDIX 2 – Brands  

 

All the brands were made by us, the writers, during the period of April 20-May 1 

Shiny Pearl was created with the aim to see how Gen Z would react when a brands practices 

were not aligned with their communications. This happening is according to Sarkar and Kottler 

(2019) defined as an inauthentic manner and is not valuable for the customer. We wanted to 

investigate whether this was true in the eyes of Gen Z, moreover, we wanted to know our 

participants perceptions of the communicated message regarding the stance in the issue.  Shiny 

pearl was described to the participants as a brand that:  

- Sell beauty products such as shampoo, soap body lotions and hair colors 

- It was created in Germany in 2015 by two chemist that wanted to create and design 

products with good quality and low prices  

- Their products are sold in most retail stores in Sweden, for example, Sephora, ICA, 

Rusta and Kicks.  

- They have taken a progressive stance against racism and claims that the brand:  

“See people for who they really are and Unite against Racism” 

“Love comes naturally, hate is learned” 

 

Images; Communications made by us, the writers, for the brand Shiny Pearl 
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LEActive was created with the aim to be anti-racist with an authentic approach. The objective 

with this brand was to investigate Gen Z perception towards a brand whose practices and 

communications aligned with each other and where the stance was commonly good for the 

society and the fight against racism.  LEActive was described as a brand that: 

- Sell workout clothes such as, joggers, trainers, t-shirts and other workout related items.  

- Was Created in 2010 by the famous Danish soccer player Mads Andersen  

- The brands products are sold in sport retailers such as Stadium, Team Sportia and Inter 

sport but also in their own 35 brand stores located around the northern Europe.  

- They have taken a progressive stance against racism and claims that the brand:  

“Show Racism the Red Card” 

” Smash Racism” 

 

Images; Communications made by us, the writers, for the brand LEActive.  

Hejazi Makeup, was created as a progressive activistic brand taking an authentic stance against 

racism. They clearly communicate their standpoint with anti-racist messaging and 

communications. This brand was created as a back-up brand in case we did not feel saturated 

with the discussion from the two original brands.  
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Milky Way, was created with the same objective as shiny pearl (See description of Shiny pearl). 

To openly be a progressive activistic brand advocating an anti-racist standpoint. However, in 

their communication the message is contradicting and openly racist. This brand was solely 

created as a back-up brand in case we felt that the respondents did not contribute enough when 

discussing the previous brands. Therefore, a complete brand description was not made.  

 

 

Images; Communications made by us, the writers, for the brand Milky Way 
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APPENDIX 3 – Focus group Guide  

 

 

Phase 1  

 

Introduction: 

- Welcoming everyone to the meeting by introducing us as well as letting the 

participants quickly introduce themselves. We also showed appreciation towards the 

participants  

- Quickly describe the aim of the focus group and what is expected of the participants 

during the session 

- Give a quick lecture on what brand activism is by using Ben and Jerry as an 

example.  

 

Phase 2 

 

Experiment:  

- Show the made-up brands communications for the participants.  

- For each brand the following questions were asked:  

Question Purpose 

What do you see in these pictures shown to you? Ensure that the respondent understand the 

communicated messages 

Would you try to describe the emotions you feel 

when looking at these pictures? 

Finding the connection between Gen Z perception 

of brand activism and emotional branding  

Would you become a customer of these brands? 

Which ones? Why? 

Understanding what make Gen Z trust the brand and 

link it to the brand value.  

How do you feel about brand engaging in racism as 

a social issue? 

Finding out how Gen Z make sense of racism in 

brand activism and what problems and solutions 

Gen Z can identify 
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What do you think of the brand based on your 

emotions? 

Linking the emotions and the perception of the 

brand to the brand value 

 

 

Phase 3 

 

Completion:  

- Ask if the participants have any follow up questions 

- Make sure that the respondents have filled in the questionnaire  

- Show gratitude towards the respondents and thank them for their participation  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


