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More than ever, today’s consumers are immersed in politics. 
Between celebrities like Beyoncé or LeBron James taking open 
stances on political issues and the bombardment of political 
articles on social media, it has become more difficult to ignore 
the hot-button topics of the day.

There is no doubt that the turmoil of the US presidential election and the 
confusion of post-Brexit-vote politicking in the United Kingdom have fueled the fire. 
Amid a year of political strife almost without precedent, divisive issues are forcing 
their way to the front: women’s rights, sustainability, immigration, and others.

Despite the sound and fury of 2016, none of the above issues are tied to any 
one election cycle, and they’re not going away after the votes are cast. Even 
for brands, it’s becoming more difficult to avoid taking a stand—those that sit 
on the sidelines risk missing out on important conversations, or even alienating 
consumers who seek a better alignment with their values. 

Consumers are watching carefully. In its 2016 annual study on the relationship 
between business and politics, the Global Strategy Group found that public 
awareness of corporate stances on political events hit an all-time high in 2016, 
having nearly doubled since 2014. 

A tweet by Speak For Yourself, quoting co-host Jason Whitlock, 2016
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Madame Tussauds clay heads of Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump, 2016
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Americans are also overwhelmingly supportive of brands that take stances 
on issues: 78% agree that companies should take action to address the 
important issues facing society, while 88% agree that corporations have the 
power to influence social change. 

It can be difficult to navigate the conversation effectively. In a climate 
saturated by social media, brands that are perceived as insensitive or 
inauthentic run the risk of getting called out by consumers. 

On the other hand, with so many consumers paying close attention, brands 
that are able to successfully weigh in on the polarizing issues of the day have 
a nearly unparalleled opportunity to grab the public spotlight. The power 
of social media virality means effective responses may not require a huge 
media budget. There is also an opportunity to engage consumers on a more 
meaningful level, pursuing the “authentic” connection that many seek.  

What’s changed? Why are we suddenly so politicized? This introduction will 
look at the three key factors—economic, technological, and cultural—that 
are crucial to understanding today’s hyper-politicized landscape and finding a 
winning strategy within it. 

#DontFuckMyFuture advertisement, encouraging the UK to vote during the EU Referendum. Pictured top is  
Keira Knightley and bottom is Lily Cole. Courtesy of Adam & Eve/DDB, 2016.
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Of all the changes that have occurred in recent decades, the most tangible 
for the average citizen are the economic ones. Stagnating incomes have led to 
frustration for many, and a sense that any change is better than the status quo.

The transition to a service economy has left behind many workers whose skills 
are no longer in demand. Industries such as manufacturing and construction, 
which once provided steady employment in certain communities, have largely 
moved overseas or developed new technologies that have replaced unskilled 
labor. Today’s jobs offer less stability—according to the McKinsey Global 
Institute, roughly a quarter of the working-age population in the United States 
and Europe work in the “gig economy,” which cannot guarantee regular benefits.

What about the middle class? In 1970, the middle class controlled nearly two-
thirds of US income; today, it controls closer to 40%, according to the Pew 
Research Center. Even for this once-comfortable demographic, economic 
anxiety persists as incomes stagnate and housing costs rise.  

For those at the top of the economy, the ride has been far smoother—resulting 
in an income gap so tangible that the nickname “Unequal States of America” has 
been floated as an alternative. The top 1% of the US population earns 40 times 
more than the bottom 90%, according to the National Bureau of Economic 
Research. (The top 0.1% earns an average 185 times more.) In the UK, the richest 

Shinola Detroit – I Belong Here advertisement. Filmed by Bruce Weber.

INCOME AND INEQUALITY
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1% is now worth 20 times as much as the country’s poorest 13 million combined, 
Oxfam has recently found. 

The result? Large swaths of the population are advocating strongly for change. 
“What people are feeling is that the economy failed them, their government 
failed them,” Hillary Clinton told the Washington Post. “They just are looking 
for somebody who will explain, in a way they will accept, what’s happened.” 
Meanwhile, Donald Trump’s anti-trade tirades speak to voters’ economic fears.

The UK referendum on leaving the European Union was another wake-up call 
about the power of a large and politically vocal group. “If you’ve got money, you 
vote in,” one voter neatly summarized the gap for the Guardian, following the 
vote in June. “If you haven’t got money, you vote out.” 

A few brands and retailers are finding opportunities to address the economic 
divide. Luxury lifestyle brand Shinola appeals to consumers in part by stressing 
its role in bringing manufacturing jobs back to Detroit. The brand ran an ad 
called “I Belong Here” on CNN during the Trump-Clinton debate, a nostalgic, 
hopeful love-letter to the city. Shinola is planning to open a luxury hotel in 
downtown Detroit in fall of 2018.

Major brands have embarked on their own initiatives to support economic and 
racial diversity. Amazon expanded its same-day delivery service to minority 
areas in several major cities after press reports revealed a correlation between 
Prime Now availability and race. Starbucks plans to open 15 locations in low- 
and middle-income neighborhoods by 2018, and Whole Foods has committed to 
building four locations in low-income and predominantly minority areas.

Boost Mobile, a low-cost cellphone provider marketed toward urban minorities, 
recently launched the “Boost Your Voice” campaign, which seeks to transform 
its stores into polling places for the 2016 election. This will be the first time a 
brand has offered its own storefronts as polling places.

“Last election, millions of lower-income and minority voters faced long lines 
and inconvenient locations,” said William Gelner, chief creative officer at partner 
agency 180LA. “With Boost Mobile stores in these areas, why not offer them up 
as places to vote and allow all voices to be heard?”

Across economic classes, it’s a challenge to build and preserve brand loyalty 
amid widespread rejection of institutions. Post-Brexit-vote surveys showed 
steep declines in trust in the United Kingdom’s government, as well as a 
renewed hesitancy to commit to big purchases. More than 70% of Americans 
believe the economy is rigged, according to Marketplace-Edison Research, 
while just 18% express confidence in big business as of June 2016, according to 
Gallup. 

It’s crucial that brands face the economic shifts, as they’re not likely to go 
away any time soon. The Brexit vote only compounded anxiety in the UK as the 
country waits to see the full effects of leaving the European Union. And entire 
industries, from manufacturing to trucking, are likely to suffer significant job 
losses as technologies like artificial intelligence and self-driving cars continue to 
advance. 

Brands today have the opportunity to take a strong stance on economic issues. 
For the immediate future, at least, uncertainty reigns.
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Tiffany & Co. featuring a gay couple for the first time in its advertising, 2015
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Consumers today are eager to express their political views online—and aren’t 
afraid to call out brands on divisive issues. 

A clear majority of Americans (62%) now get news from social media, including 
18% who do so “often,” finds the Pew Research Center. Meanwhile, consumers 
are cutting the cord on traditional media, with a full 40% of millennials 
choosing to rely solely on streaming services or the internet. These changes 
in media consumption have democratized access to information, as well as to 
the platforms used to share it. 

A new wave of digital-first activists is harnessing the power of social media to 
unite viewpoints, with powerful real-world effects. The #ShoutYourAbortion 
campaign, which was tweeted more than a quarter of a million times within 
two months of its launch in 2015, resulted in a lasting movement that changed 
the national conversation around reproductive access. This summer, a 
grassroots social media campaign challenging the high price of EpiPens 
spread to Congress and ultimately resulted in a price drop. 

Live-streaming video is another powerful new tool with the potential to 
change the conversation. Black Lives Matter leader DeRay McKesson live-
streamed his arrest at a protest in July; the video has been viewed more than 
650,000 times. In October, 40,000 watched as actress Shailene Woodley  

TECHNOLOGY AND MEDIA

#ShoutYourAbortion. Amelia Bonow is encouraging women to share abortion stories. Photography by Brady Hall
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Black Lives Matter leader DeRay McKesson live-streamed his arrest at a protest in July 2016

live-streamed her arrest for protesting the Dakota Access Pipeline (and 
the power of the live stream doesn’t end with the live action; the video on 
Woodley’s Facebook page had been viewed 4.7 million times and shared over 
88,000 times just 10 days after it was posted). 

Although early platforms like Periscope and Meerkat brought life to live-
streaming, the April 2016 launch of Facebook Live really brought the medium 
to a mass audience. Younger people, especially, view live streaming as an 
authentic means of presenting a view, with no editing or scripts involved—
in the SONAR™ survey conducted for this report, 51% of generation Z 
respondents and 56% of millennials say live video on social media plays an 
important role in political discussions.

“Video in this election is being used to hammer home important points,” 
says Devra Prywes, VP of marketing and insights of Unruly, a video ad tech 
company. “Things just seem more real documented in video. Especially fueling 
the Black Lives Matter movement … all of these things that people don’t 
usually see, bringing them to life and exposing them. What we’re seeing right 
now with the police and communities, video is making it very real.” 

But does reality still matter to voters? According to some, we’ve entered an 
era of post-truth politics. Appeals to emotions often hold just as much sway 
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Red Feed, Blue Feed by Wall Street Journal

as appeals to logic and reason. Trust in traditional media is at an all-time low. 
According to the most recent Gallup poll, only 32% of Americans trust the 
media to report the news fairly. Today, some viewers see even fact-checking 
operations as politically biased.

Social media can isolate viewpoints, leading to less exposure to opposing 
arguments. Since May, the “Red Feed, Blue Feed” feature in the Wall Street 
Journal has been exploring the “echo chamber” effect. One feed features 
news from sites classified by Facebook as “very liberal,” and the other as 
“very conservative.” At a glance, the two feeds appear to be discussing 
entirely different events. 

“If you’re looking at your feed every day, and you have the same set of sources 
that you’re getting news and opinions from, if you just see those every 
day, again and again, maybe you’re assuming that everyone else sees this,” 
says Wall Street Journal visual correspondent Jon Keegan. “When you do 
encounter stuff that challenges that view, it can be pretty jarring.”

Facebook can now extrapolate its users’ political leanings, meaning political 
affiliation is now taken into account by the site’s super-targeted advertising—
so users are even more likely to see posts from brands or politicians that 
confirm their views. Social media is fanning the flames around the most 
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Top image: Tic Tac's Twitter reaction to Donald Trump's recorded comments from 2005 
Bottom image: Adidas' quick social media response on Instagram

heated political division US has seen in decades: For the first time since 1992, 
around half of all voters would use terms like “afraid” and “angry” to describe 
their feelings toward the opposite party. 

In short, it’s the perfect media climate to fuel strong political discourse. Social 
media has ignited new conversations around issues like women’s rights, racial 
representation and gun control, creating strong and opinionated networks. 
Brands that tap into these networks may benefit from the rapid pace of 
sharing; on the other hand, it’s equally easy to end up on the wrong side of 
popular opinion. 

Finding a way to cut across different demographics will constitute a challenge 
for brands moving forward. In a rapidly shifting media environment, the stakes 
remain high.
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Spring 2016 Barbie collection by Mattel. The new collection includes different body shapes and ethnicities.
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By the middle of the century, the populations of the United States and the 
United Kingdom will look radically different. A series of demographic shifts 
means that minority voices will have more impact on the political landscape 
than ever before.

In the United Kingdom, ethnic minority groups will outnumber white Britons by 
approximately 2070, according to David Coleman, professor of demography 
at Oxford University (although immigration reform, back on the table after the 
Brexit vote, could influence that percentage). In the United States, more than 
half of the country’s children are expected to be minorities by 2020; by 2060, 
minorities will be the majority, predicts the Census Bureau. 

With demographic shifts come ideological shifts. Old centers of power are 
eroding in industries that have seen the makeup of their members shift 
dramatically in recent years. From the downfall of TV executive Roger Ailes to 
the #OscarsSoWhite backlash and boycott, cultural elites are less insulated 
from the politics of race and gender than in the past. 

At the same time, identity-based political movements are on the rise. In 2016, 
the United States saw a wave of activism that challenged laws discriminating 
against transgender people, while the Black Lives Matter movement continues 
to change the national dialogue about race. At the Democratic National 

#OscarsSoWhite

IDENTITY AND CULTURE

Convention in July, Hillary Clinton became the first candidate to candidly 
address “systemic racism” in a speech.

Identity politics are not new. But today’s movements are more visible, and, 
arguably, are positioned to make a bigger impact on the cultural landscape than 
ever before. The spread of hashtags like #BlackGirlMagic or #YesAllWomen 
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attest to social media’s power to coalesce movements in new ways, and to 
connect individuals who might otherwise have remained voiceless. 

As consumers of different identities find their voice, they are increasingly on 
the lookout for instances of cultural appropriation or disrespect, rising to the 
occasion to protect their tribe. Last spring, MAC Cosmetics took the heat for 
its “Vibe Tribe” collection, which features product designs and names such as 
“Arrowhead” or “Call of the Canyon” that many felt were appropriating Native 
American culture. This fall, the Marc Jacobs show at New York Fashion Week 
caused a backlash after the designer adorned white models with dreadlocks, 
eventually leading to a tone-deaf apology from Jacobs that led to further 
criticism.

Although brands are making inroads into marketing to a newly diverse 
consumer, they have largely refrained from commenting directly on topics like 
race. One need only look at recent controversies to see why. Ben & Jerry’s 
October statement backing Black Lives Matter was met with praise on social 
media, but also with derision and protest. Police advocacy group Blue Lives 
Matter, which reaches more than a million fans on Facebook, called for a 
boycott of the brand. 

For brands, identity politics are a minefield. But how long can brands stay 
quiet? As various consumer groups become more vocal, it will be imperative 
to explore how to intersect those issues. 

MAC Cosmetics Vibe Tribe campaign
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MANIFESTATIONS
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With political forces coming to a head, consumers are feeling 
pressure from all sides. The tide of politically charged rhetoric 
can easily sweep across retail, music, food, drink, travel and 
more. Brands that were once deemed to be at a safe distance 
from political issues are now liable to become part of the 
conversation, whether they like it or not.

Rather than waiting for controversy, many innovative brands are finding ways 
to tap into the mindset of the newly political consumer. From campaigns 
bringing a voice to influential movements to those that seek to bridge the 
partisan gap, we’ll examine what works in the new climate. We’ll also look at 
the personal brands that can serve as guideposts, from the well-established 
celebrities whose activism can serve as a blueprint to the celebrities of 
generation Z who will lead the immediate future.

The 67% Project by Refinery29
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One of the harbingers of the newly politicized consumer has been an 
increased level of political agitation by celebrities. As popular figures 
take increasingly public stances on political issues, they demonstrate the 
tolerance of consumers for political commentary—even in the realm of 
entertainment. 

This year, both the Emmys and the Oscars featured higher levels of political 
commentary than usual, with acceptance speeches that touched on the 
environment, transgender rights and the upcoming election. Actress Elizabeth 
Banks produced a star-studded promotional video for Hillary Clinton that 
features the likes of Sia and Eva Longoria. In the United Kingdom, the pre-
referendum “Don’t F*ck My Future” campaign featured celebrities such as 
Keira Knightley and Lily Cole encouraging young Britons to vote.

Of course, celebrities have never shied away from endorsing political stances. 
What’s new is the broad exposure afforded by social media platforms, where 
entertainment and politics already overlap in the same space. Never before 
would entrepreneur Mark Cuban have been able to spar with Donald Trump 
over economic policy on Twitter, or Sarah Silverman and rapper Killer Mike 
participate in the online grassroots movement for Bernie Sanders in front of a 
digital audience of millions. 

CELEBRITY ACTIVISTS

Our Fight Song, produced by Elizabeth Banks, Bruce Cohen and Mike Thompkins for Democratic National 
Convention
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While expressing a political leaning can still be controversial for mainstream 
artists—both J.K. Rowling and Amy Schumer have recently lost fans over 
their strong political stances—it is far from being the death knell it once was. 
Actress and activist Jane Fonda was branded a traitor and nicknamed “Hanoi 
Jane” for her political activism in the 1970s, while the Dixie Chicks were pulled 
from country radio airwaves for years after expressing their dissatisfaction 
with the Bush administration. 

There is perhaps no better example of the new celebrity activism than 
Beyoncé, whose recent work displays a level of political consciousness she 
has never before exhibited. At the star’s Super Bowl performance, dancers 
dressed in homage to the Black Panther Party for the 50th anniversary of the 
revolutionary socialist movement. Recent performances have featured six-
foot-tall letters spelling out “feminist” in the background, while the video for 
her song “Formation” ties into the Black Lives Matter movement with images 
invoking police protests. 

In June, Beyoncé was awarded top prize at the inaugural Cannes Lions 
Entertainment for Music for the massive shift in her personal brand. 
Announcing the winners, Grey Group director of music Josh Rabinowitz 
said this was “the biggest artist on the planet taking serious risks. This is a 
mainstream pop artist pushing the limits on the way we perceive things of 
race in culture, and the perception of women in culture.”

Most importantly, Beyoncé’s new activism does not seem to have impacted 
negatively on her brand. The recently concluded Formation World 

Beyonce Formation World Tour, 2016

19MANIFESTATIONS THE POLITICAL CONSUMER



Tour grossed more than $250 million, according to Billboard Boxscore, 
outperforming 2013’s The Mrs. Carter Show World Tour, which took less 
despite including nearly three times as many dates. 

A similar scenario is playing out in professional sports. Like celebrities, 
professional athletes have shown a new willingness to step into the political 
fray. This year’s ESPY awards opened with four NBA superstars, including 
Carmelo Anthony and Dwayne Wade, standing against a black backdrop 
and calling for social change. Although Michael Jordan’s controversial 
(and elusively sourced) 1992 comment “Republicans buy shoes, too” is one 
reported example of previous lack of political engagement by sportspeople, 
in today’s climate, the personal brand no longer has to take precedence over 
personal politics. 

In the NFL, quarterback Colin Kaepernick made waves this fall as he 
refused to stand during the National Anthem, citing concerns over the 
treatment of African Americans and other minorities in the United States 
and inciting controversy both on the field and online. Yet the NFL stood by 
his statement—as did his sponsors. At the time of writing, no sponsors 
have ended their relationship with Kaepernick. If anything, the protest has 
only raised Kaepernick’s profile: his jersey has remained in the NFL’s top five 
bestsellers since the protest began.

Top image: Carmelo Anthony, Chris Paul, Dwyane Wade and LeBron James began the ESPYs with a call for 
justice, July 2016.
Bottom image: Colin Kaepernick not standing for National Anthem. Image courtesy of NFL.com
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Current political discourse could (charitably) be considered divisive, 
something that mass-market brands do not want to be. If anything unites us 
right now, it’s a sense of revulsion at how ugly political battles have become. 
In this climate, one of the surest ways brands can engage with politics in a 
non-alienating way is to start with a reference to widening social divides, and 
pivot toward unifying messages about shared values.

JetBlue’s “Reach Across the Aisle” campaign was a master stroke that 
combined the company’s core product offering with a unifying political 
message. The brand sat Republicans and Democrats on opposite sides of the 
literal aisle on one of its airplanes, and offered them a free flight to any of 
its destinations—provided that the passengers reached a mutual agreement 
on which one before the flight landed. After some initial bickering, the 
passengers decided on Costa Rica, and the resulting video was widely seen 
and shared.

In September, Starbucks became the latest big brand to become a content 
company with Upstanders, its first original content series. “In contrast to the 
divisiveness and cynicism currently fueling our national discourse,” read the 
brand’s statement, Upstanders “aims to inspire Americans to engage in acts 
of compassion, citizenship and civility.” Focusing on people creating positive 
change at a local level, the series features community residents going out 

Jetblue's "Reach Across the Aisle" campaign

KINDNESS CAMPAIGNS
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“Upstanders,” a Starbucks Original Series by Howard Schultz and Rajiv Chandrasekaran
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of their way to be welcoming to Muslim newcomers, for example. (Honey 
Maid took a similar tack with an ad promoting inclusivity toward Muslims, 
following the brand’s efforts in recent years to create ads with positive 
representations of LGBT people and other groups.)

Maytag, maker of kitchen appliances in smear-resistant stainless steel, 
chose to intervene directly into social media after consumer research 
showed that political smears are the topic people find most irritating.  
The brand drew on two pieces of consumer feedback: “Stainless steel  
can be really difficult to clean and easy to get dirty,” said senior brand 
manager Brendan Bosch, adding that, on social media “most people find 
negative political chatter to be one of the most annoying things they come 
across.” In response, Maytag created an online plugin to help people block 
out negative political content from online friends, without blocking them 
completely. The brand is partnering with The Onion to promote positivity 
during the election.

Tecate took direct aim at some of the more far-fetched promises of the 
Trump campaign in a way that managed to feel unifying rather than alienating 
to his supporters. The “Beer Wall” ad, aired on Fox News, Telemundo and 
Univision, declared that “The time has come for a wall,” as it showed a desert 
scene. But the wall turns out to be small—small enough to reach over to 

Maytag No Smear campaign. Images courtesy of Maytag
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Honey Maid "This is Wholesome" campaign created by Droga5
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share a beer. Men on both sides of it naturally approve. So did consumers—
Tecate’s engagement was 134% higher than usual on the night the ad aired.

Travel search engine Momondo caused a social media stir with another 
campaign designed to show that people are more closely connected than 
politics would lead us to believe. The brand offered people DNA tests to 
determine which parts of the world their ancestors came from, and then 
offered to take them to those places. People often ended up journeying far 
from where they expected. The resulting video ad has been viewed over 175 
million times, according to Momondo—comparable to music videos from 
leading pop stars.

“The Wall,” created by Tecate with Saatchi & Saatchi NYa
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The DNA Journey by travel agency Momondo
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While brands don’t tend to endorse candidates, of course, it’s become 
easier for them to take sides in social movements. While this may still be a 
step too far for more mainstream brands, for others it’s simply the logical 
extension of the often-discussed strategy of targeting “psychographics” over 
“demographics”—in other words, aligning the brand with customers who 
share a belief system.

Support for the women’s movement has become almost an article of faith 
among young generation Z and millennial women, particularly in urban areas, 
and it’s also becoming a more common stance among the brands that strive 
to reach them. For example, the retail brand Monki, which is owned by H&M, 
has created the Monkifesto, a statement of support for issues that are 
central to young women. “We have partnered up with people from Monki’s 
past and present to add our voice to the debate around periods, body hair, 
cyber bullying, love and sisterhood,” the brand writes. “We’re celebrating our 
10th b-day by putting our foot down and our banners up!”

High-end fashion brands have also accelerated a commitment to political 
statements that has been gaining steam in recent years. Dior’s new artistic 
director Maria Grazia Chiuri, the first woman to hold the job, created t-shirts 
emblazoned with the slogan “We Should All Be Feminists” for her SS17 debut 
for the house. In London, Ashish Gupta’s “Bollywood Bloodbath” explored 

Maria Grazia Chiuri’s Dior debut. Image courtest of Dior

MOVEMENT BRANDS
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#Monkifesto by Monki. Photography by Arvida Byström
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79% Work Clock, created by PARTY for MTV. A project as part of MTV's "Look Different" campaign, to call attention 
to the gender wage gap in America. Studies show that women who work full-time are paid only 79% of what men 
make annually, so the 79% Work Clock lets you know when 79% of the work day has passed.
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identity politics following the Brexit referendum, with references to both 
Hinduism and raver culture, and a shirt labeled “Immigrant.”

Opening Ceremony already has a reputation for theatrical fashion-week 
spectacles, and upped the ante for SS17 with a “Pageant of the People” 
featuring Whoopi Goldberg, Natasha Lyonne, Rashida Jones and others. The 
stars were asked political questions in a riff on standard beauty pageant 
practice, offering their thoughts on climate change, feminism and other 
issues. Attendees could register to vote at the show.

The current conversation about racial justice is perhaps even more fraught 
than the women’s rights discussion, but some brands have nonetheless 
jumped in. Another fashion brand, Pyer Moss, called attention to social 
movements at its SS17 show, as in other recent seasons. Designer Kerby 
Jean-Raymond has previously shown “blood-splattered” shoes with the 
phrase “I can’t breathe” (a reference to Eric Garner, whose death at the hands 
of police galvanized Black Lives Matter activists), and referenced the BLM 
activist MarShawn McCarrel II. His latest collection takes aim at corporate 
greed. Show attendees included prominent BLM activist DeRay McKesson. 
Jean-Raymond is “a model for people who have platforms like this to do 
some of the heavy lifting,” McKesson told W Magazine after the show. “I hope 
this is only the beginning for the fashion industry to understand their role 
differently.”

Madam President fall 2016 campaign by Elie Tahari. Featuring Israeli model Shlomit Malka as the President of 
the United States. Image courtesy of Elie Tahari
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Larger brands, in contrast, have almost unanimously been silent on Black Lives 
Matter, mindful of the deep misgivings that the movement registers among 
many consumers. References to the movement can even alienate supporters. 
When Ben & Jerry’s announced its support for BLM through an Instagram 
post, one commenter wrote: “if Ben&Jerry’s is going piggy back off of the BLM 
movement, I’d like to see a contribution to the black community … We’ll buy the 
ice cream and then what???” The comment highlights the importance of action 
in addition to messaging for brands that want to support causes.

Agencies have been slightly more forthcoming with support than consumer-
facing brands. Over summer 2016, as shooting after shooting darkened the 
US national mood, advertising agency Wieden+Kennedy replaced its usual 
homepage with a pro-Black Lives Matter statement. This earned some 
plaudits for Wieden+Kennedy, especially in the advertising press, but failed to 
inspired a wave of similar declarations elsewhere. But with many advertising 
agencies still facing complaints of a lack of diversity, the declaration helped 
cement Wieden+Kennedy’s reputation as a progressive agency.

Wieden+Kennedy's #BlackLivesMatter message on its website
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RACIALLY INCLUSIVE REBRANDING

Of course, many brands choose to respond to a racially polarized moment not 
by supporting specific political movements, but instead by making sure their 
messaging speaks to diverse groups. Among many examples, the Dos Equis 
beer brand and SheaMoisture cosmetics stand out.

Reaching Hispanics is often considered an electoral imperative for candidates, 
and increasingly, it’s also a financial one for brands. The US Latino population 
is expected to more than double in size by 2060 to 119 million, according to 
the Census Bureau, while US Hispanic buying power had already reached 
$1.3 trillion in 2015, according to the University of Georgia’s Selig Center for 
Economic Growth. 

Dos Equis surely had this in mind when the brand updated its “most 
interesting man in the world” this year with a new actor. This time around, 
the “most Interesting man” speaks Spanish and loves soccer. In addition to 
tapping into the brand’s name and heritage, the makeover positions Dos Equis 
to succeed with Hispanic consumers going forward.

SheaMoisture’s “Break the Walls” campaign calls out the common yet 
damaging distinction in many retail stores between the “beauty” and “ethnic” 
sections. “Do I feel like I’m beautiful?” wonder the women of color featured 
in the ad, vocalizing a thought many potential customers have had at some 

Dos Equis’ new “Most Interesting Man in the World”
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Dos Equis’ new “Most Interesting Man in the World”
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point. It then goes on to show the walls between the aisles coming down as 
the brand declares that everyone belongs in the beauty aisle.

“This movement is about so much more than selling shampoo, or lotion, or 
cosmetics,” says Richelieu Dennis, founder of SheaMoisture’s parent company 
Sundial Brands. “We’re advancing a mission and vision to change the social 
dialogue about how we’re looking at beauty as a society and how those 
archaic structures and views are debilitating to the establishment of new and 
more inclusive ways of viewing beauty.”

Brands are increasingly putting the effort to reach more diverse groups 
of consumers at the heart of their marketing strategies. Verizon, HP and 
General Mills have all pressed the advertising agencies they work with to hire 
more female and minority employees, citing an interest in connecting with 
consumers in a richer, more meaningful way.

Shea Moisture #BreakTheWalls
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While many millennials seem enamored of social progressivism, 2016 overall 
has been marked by a rise in nationalistic rhetoric, with immigration debates 
around the Brexit vote in the United Kingdom and the US election.

In early summer this year, Dublin-based budget airline Ryanair risked alienating 
some UK consumers with a referendum-linked campaign promoting a vote 
to remain in the European Union. As a brand that has helped physically tie UK 
residents to Europe, the move made more sense for Ryanair than for most. 

In the aftermath of the Brexit vote and the collapse in value of the pound, 
competitors stumbled, with British Airways almost immediately promoting 
fares to US tourists with the slogan “your dollar has never gone further.” 
Consumers (certainly in the UK) balked at the brand appearing to capitalize 
on political chaos. EasyJet struck a more positive note with its “Why Not?” 
campaign, which encouraged UK tourists not to put off a visit to the continent. 
“Brands need to lead customers through this difficult time,” EasyJet marketing 
director Peter Duffy told Campaign.

Brands have become much more multinational since the 1990s, so it’s a 
conundrum for them when a large portion of consumers seems to want to 
reverse this trend. Moreover, any direct appeal to this group could risk provoking 
an instant backlash from the many vocal opponents of rising nationalism. 

MADE IN X

Perhaps as a consequence, we’re seeing a rise of “made in” branding, which 
brands may see as a safe way to appeal to consumers skeptical of trade 
without stoking the ire of internationalists. In a recent Nielsen survey, 59% of 
UK respondents say that where a brand is from is at least as important as the 
product’s benefits, while 58% say origin is at least as important as price. Over 
half (55%) of UK respondents prefer buying local brands because they support 
local businesses which can help the economy. All of these figures are higher 
than the 52% of the voters who wanted to leave the European Union in this 
summer’s UK referendum.

Interest in locally made products predates the referendum. Campaigns such 
as Made in Britain promote the use of a trademark to make such products 
more easily identifiable. A 2015/16 ranking by Coolbrands of popular brands 
in the UK found a “rise in social currency of British-born brands such as 
Alexander McQueen, Royal Albert Hall, and Aston Martin over old European 
brands like Rolex and Dom Pérignon,” according to The Drum.

Walmart, long associated with an influx of overseas consumer goods into 
the United States and the displacement of small-town mom-and-pop retail 
stores, seems to be rediscovering its American heritage. An ad that debuted 
during the summer Olympics opening ceremony promotes Walmart’s $250 
billion commitment to US manufacturing, which it says will result in the 
creation of a million jobs in the country by 2023, citing statistics from the 
Boston Consulting Group.
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Generation Z, today’s teenagers, consistently stand out for their political 
engagement. As the Innovation Group put it in our 2015 report on the cohort, 
if millennials are content to use the internet to browse paparazzi shots of 
the Kardashians and wallow in 1990s nostalgia, generation Z wants to create, 
connect and change.

We see this throughout the world. While voters under 18 could not vote 
in summer’s UK Brexit referendum, plenty turned out to protest after the 
results were tallied. In the 2014 Scottish referendum on leaving the United 
Kingdom, 16- and 17-year-olds were allowed to vote and did so with great 
enthusiasm. Around 100,000 of under-18s registered to vote—80% of those 
who were eligible. 

A 2015 Innovation Group report on generation Z in Brazil found examples of 
activists such as Pearls Negras, a teen girl group that met in a favela and 
protests social conditions through their music, and Kim Kataguiri, a young 
spokesperson for the libertarian movement Movimento Brasil Livre. In the 
US, teen groups such as Kalliope Jones have spoken out on sexism and other 
political issues.

Generation Z’s most outspoken stars have moved effortlessly from political 
activism to brand endorsements. Amandla Stenberg, the Hunger Games 

GENERATION Z BRANDS

Perlas Negras. Brazilian activist band
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actress who is an outspoken advocate for racial justice and who identifies 
as gender non-binary, is one of the faces of Stella McCartney’s fragrance 
Pop. Singer and actress Zendaya, 20, who has spoken candidly about her 
experiences of racism and shared thoughts on body image and bullying, is 
also an ambassador for Chi Haircare.

Singer and actress Hailee Steinfeld is vocal about female representation, 
singer Troye Sivan has discussed bullying of LGBT people, and Black-ish star 
Yara Shahidi has spoken out on a range of social justice issues. Alongside a 
shared commitment to social causes, all three are stars of American Eagle’s 
#WeAllCan campaign, which “celebrates Young America’s unique voice and 
individuality,” global brand president Chad Kessler told Refinery29. The 
chosen talent “share this vision and celebrate freedom of expression.”

Worldwide, generation Z is even larger than the millennial generation, and 
stands to play an outsized role in purchasing decisions to come. For brands 
targeting generation Z, it makes commercial sense to partner with politically 
outspoken celebrities. Even if brands do not take sides, they will achieve 
authenticity through association. 

Troye Sivan
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Zendaya for Covergirl 
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In October 2016, we conducted a survey of US consumers using 
SONAR™, J. Walter Thompson’s proprietary research unit, 
to examine attitudes toward politics, media, brands, and the 
relationships between all three. The survey is representative 
of the general population, with a sample size of 1,001 US 
consumers.

Generation Z and millennials, true to type, find newspapers less important as a 
source of political news than older generations. Generation Z ranks newspapers 
fifth, with 32% finding them important, while millennials rank them third at 52%.

Live video on social media, despite being a very new medium, comes in second 
for both of these groups, at 51% for generation Z and 56% for millennials. Barely 
18 months after the launch of Meerkat, live social-media video is more important 
than the centuries-old newspaper for these age groups when it comes to politics.

Across the board, Facebook is the most popular social media platform that 
consumers use to stay informed about politics. However, in all age groups except 
millennials, the second most popular response is “none of the above.”

Millennials are the most likely to say that they are exposed to political posts on 
social media, with 55% saying that it’s the only topic that comes up in their feeds. 
They are also the most likely to use social media to voice their opinions, at 53%, 
versus 26% of boomers.

Millennials are the most aware of the social-media “echo chamber” effect, with 
77% agreeing that algorithms on social media ensure that they see ads that 
reflect their beliefs. Gen X is more likely to see social media itself as biased: 73% 
agree that most social media platforms have a political agenda.

POLITICAL ATTITUDES POLITICS AND MEDIA
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People have told us that different forms of media are better than others at helping inform the public about what is happening 
in politics.  In your opinion, which of the following do you think play an important role in political discussions?

Gen Z (12-20)

Millennials (21-34)

Gen X (35-54)

Boomers (55+)

Television

Television

Television

Television

Live video on social media

Live video on social media

Newspapers

Newspapers

Images on social media

Newspapers

Comments/posts on social media (excl. video and pictures)

Comments/posts on social media (excl. video and pictures)

Comments/posts on social media (excl. video and pictures)

Images on social media

Live video on social media

Live video on social media

Newspapers

Comments/posts on social media (excl. video and pictures)

Images on social media

Images on social media

“Non-live” video on social media

“Non-live” video on social media

“Non-live” video on social media

Magazines

Magazines

Magazines

Magazines

“Non-live” video on social media

75%

51%

47%

38%

32%

30%

12%

76%

56%

52%

47%

45%

41%

21%

83%

84%

51%

55%

48%

25%

44%

24%

39%

20%

28%

18%

23%

12%
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And which of the following social media sites/apps, do you use most often to stay informed about what’s happening in politics? 

How many social media sites/apps do you currently belong to? 

Gen Z (12-20)

Gen Z
Avg. 3.9

MillennialsGen XBoomers

1

Millennials (21-34)

Gen X (35-54)

Boomers (55+)

Facebook

2%

2%

1%

1%

1%

Facebook

Facebook

Facebook

I don’t stay informed about politics on social media

Twitter

I don’t stay informed about politics on social media

I don’t stay informed about politics on social media

Twitter

YouTube

Twitter

YouTube

YouTube

I don’t stay informed about politics on social media

YouTube

Live video on social media

Instagram

Instagram

Reddit

Twitter

Snapchat

Reddit

Instagram

LinkedIn

2 3 4 5 6

29%

55%

54%

46%

16%

13%

16%

28%

15%

9%

10%

8%

13%

9%

10%

8%

5%

5%

4%

2.0 3.8 4.7 5.2
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Do you agree with the following?

Social media sites/
apps tend to be 

biased in the realm of 
politics

Social media 
sites/apps have 

developed algorithms 
that ensure I see 

advertisements that 
reflect my beliefs

Most social media 
sites/apps tend 

to have a political 
agenda

I feel like the only 
thing on my social 

media feeds are 
posts about politics

Avg. 38%

Gen Z (12-20)

Millennials (21-34)

Gen X (35-54)

Boomers (55+)

Avg. 68%

I often use social 
media to voice my 

opinion about political 
issues or causes

Avg. 38% Avg. 62%

My friends and family 
seem to be more 

vocal about political 
issues or causes, on 

social media, than 
they were in past

Avg. 67% Avg. 65%

Social media sites/
apps should be doing 

more to censor 
hateful comments/

posts

Avg. 69%

29%

55%

41%

26%

66%

66%

71%

70%

33%

53%

45%

22%

57%

77%

70%

45%

60%

78%

72%

58%

58%

68%

73%

60%

67%

73%

71%

66%
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Across generations, people are most likely to trust political content on social 
media when it’s shared by their friends and family. Brands fall somewhere in 
the middle in terms of trust, with 60% of the public saying they generally trust 
political content from brands on social media. Politicians come last at 41%.

When it comes to the appropriateness of sharing political content on social 
media, respondents agree that politicians and newspapers should be sharing 
political content (even if they are unlikely to trust it). Brands and companies 
rank toward the bottom, with only 25% of respondents saying they should 
share political content on social media. But, as mentioned above, people 
are more likely to trust political content from brands than from most other 
sources.

Boomers are more likely to think that celebrities should stay out of politics, 
while younger consumers are more likely to approve of celebrity involvement. 
Interestingly, 77% of boomers think celebrities have never been more political 
than they are now—this comes from the generation that lived through the 
political activism of the 1960s and ’70s. Finally, 79% of consumers, including 
84% of millennials, say that popular culture has been getting more political 
over the years, not just during election cycles. 

POLITICS, CELEBRITY AND CULTURE
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People have told us that their level of trust in political content on social media depends on who is sharing it. 
Do you trust political information on social media when it’s shared by the following groups?

Internet Personalities

Professional Athletes

Celebrities

Politicians

Friends/Family

Avg. 82% Avg. 53%

Newspapers/Media 
Companies

Avg. 67% Avg. 52%

Journalists

Avg. 66% Avg. 45%

Brands/Companies

Avg. 60% Avg. 41%

79%

84%

84%

79%

56%

58%

47%

50%

66%

73%

64%

62%

55%

56%

48%

44%

66%

70%

67%

59%

49%

52%

38%

33%

54%

65%

59%

64%

45%

44%

43%

24%

Gen Z (12-20)

Millennials (21-34)

Gen X (35-54)

Boomers (55+)
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And in your opinion, which of the following should be posting political news/comments on social media sites/apps?

Internet Personalities

Professional Athletes

Celebrities

Politicians

Friends/Family

Avg. 53% Avg. 39%

Newspapers/Media 
Companies

Avg. 75% Avg. 27%

Journalists

Avg. 74% Avg. 32%

Brands/Companies

Avg. 25% Avg. 73%

32%

58%

67%

57%

28%

52%

48%

24%

75%

79%

76%

69%

20%

35%

37%

16%

69%

78%

79%

66%

24%

39%

39%

22%

21%

35%

27%

14%

70%

80%

76%

63%
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Do you agree with the following?

Celebrities have never 
been more political 

than they are now

It seems like popular 
culture has been 

getting more political 
over the years, not 
just during election 

cycles

I have a lot of respect 
for celebrities who 

speak publically 
about their political 

opinions

Avg. 49%

Gen Z (12-20)

Millennials (21-34)

Gen X (35-54)

Boomers (55+)

Avg. 72%

It seems like 
celebrities today are 

more political than 
they were five years 

ago

Avg. 79% Avg. 79%

Celebrities really 
should just stick to 

what they’re good 
at and stay out of 

politics

Avg. 64%

53%

64%

52%

26%

65%

72%

72%

77%

74%

82%

80%

80%

71%

84%

82%

80%

60%

60%

63%

71%
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Millennials are more likely than other generations to have participated in some 
form of online activism, while boomers tend to be more likely to say they have 
engaged in more traditional politically related actions. An exception to this is 
political meetings, with millennials most likely to say they have participated at 
some point.

While older generations are more likely to say they have ever watched 
debates, millennials are more likely to say that they’ve done so in a social 
setting such as a bar, restaurant or viewing party. 

POLITICAL ACTIVISM
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Which of the following activities have you ever done in the past? 

Used a political 
hashtag in a post 

online

Posted a comment 
online about a 
political issue

Changed profile image 
on a social media 

site/app in response 
to a political issue

Avg. 9%

Gen Z (12-20)

Millennials (21-34)

Gen X (35-54)

Boomers (55+)

Avg. 11%

Shared political 
content/news on 

social media

Avg. 27% Avg. 34%

9%

13%

12%

3%

9%

22%

11%

3%

18%

39%

30%

20%

28%

37%

43%

26%
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Displayed a poster, 
bumper sticker, 

lawn sign, etc. in 
support for a political 

candidate/cause

Avg. 21%

Attended a political 
meeting/town hall

Avg. 15%

Gen Z (12-20)

Millennials (21-34)

Gen X (35-54)

Boomers (55+)

10%

20%

24%

29%

Campaigned for a 
political candidate/

cause

Avg. 9%

5%

9%

9%

15%

6%

19%

17%

16%

Donated to a political 
cause or candidate

Avg. 15%

4%

13%

13%

29%

Watched a political 
debate on television 

or online

Avg.65%

55%

63%

71%

73%

Participated in a 
march/protest

Avg. 10%

5%

12%

9%

12%

Watched a political 
speech or debate in 
a social setting (i.e., 

at a viewing party, 
restaurant/bar, etc.)

Avg. 24%

21%

35%

25%

17%

Which of the following activities have you ever done in the past? 
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Younger generations appear to be much more aware of brands that have 
taken political stances. They also appear to be more interested in buying 
brands that align with their values. More than half of millennials say they 
appreciate when a brand takes a political stance in its advertising.

For most questions we asked, men and women gave similar responses. 
However, we found that men were more likely than women to say that they 
often shared their political opinions on social media. Women, meanwhile, were 
more likely to say that social media sites should be doing more to censor 
hateful comments and posts. Men were also more likely to view social media 
platforms as politically biased.

POLITICS AND BRANDS
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Can you think of any brands that have recently taken a stance on a political issue (i.e. women’s rights, minority 
rights, etc.)? 

Do you agree with the following?

No

I believe brands 
should play a larger 

role in politics

I appreciate when 
brands take a political 

stance in their 
advertising

Yes

Avg. 30%

Gen Z (12-20)

Millennials (21-34)

Gen X (35-54)

Boomers (55+)

Avg. 70%

I typically only 
purchase from brands 

that stand for what I 
believe in

Avg. 44% Avg. 26%

I am aware of the 
brands that don’t 

represent my values

Avg. 53% Avg. 40%

I often research 
what a brand stands 

for before I make a 
purchase

Avg. 34%

33%

34%

29%

24%

67%

66%

71%

76%

40%

53%

48%

33%

29%

39%

25%

13%

50%

61%

54%

45%

45%

51%

40%

22%

31%

43%

38%

23%
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Do you agree with the following?

Thinking about gender, age, race, beliefs, values, etc…In your opinion, how frequently 
do you see people like yourself in political leadership today? 

I often use social 
media to voice my 

opinion about political 
issues or causes

Very frequently

Social media sites/
apps tend to be 

biased in the realm of 
politics

Not very frequently

Social media sites/
apps should be doing 

more to censor 
hateful comments/

posts

Somewhat frequently

Most social media 
sites/apps tend 

to have a political 
agenda

Not at all frequently

Avg. 38%

Avg. 11%

Avg. 68%

Avg. 42%

Avg. 69%

Avg. 28%

Avg. 65%

Avg. 19%

42%

14%

72%

36%

66%

29%

73%

21%

34%

8%

64%

48%

73%

27%

57%

18%

Male Female
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