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Chapter 7  

 

Political Consumerism Online 
 

7.1 Introduction and contextual factors 

 In Chapter 2, conventional citizenship was distinguished from its non-conventional 

counterpart on the basis of a number of contemporary changes in society. For example, 

globalization has accelerated the reach and speed of communication, but has also greatly 

impacted the ways we consume and how we think about consumption. Globalization allows 

corporations to engage in what Beck (2000) refers to as sub-politics: They have access to global 

labor markets and are no longer (fully) restricted by laws put forth by national governments. 

Because of this loss of control by the state, citizens may feel a responsibility to purchase as 

citizens and are increasingly concerned with issues that previously encompassed consumer 

realms. Along with this, individualism is increasingly shaping the way citizens perceive 

themselves: “The self is seen as a reflexive project, for which the individual is responsible” 

(Giddens, 1991, p. 75). A citizen becomes aware that her personal choices including what she 

consumes are in fact a reflection of her political self. In such a climate of change, political 

consumerism is a noteworthy development, defined as “consumer choice of producers and 

products with the goal of changing objectionable institutional or market practices” (Micheletti, 

et al., 2004, p. xiv). It is based on both political and ethical considerations. Within this context, 

political consumerism can be seen as non-conventional, but as past chapters have shown 

conventional organizations are also turning to non-conventional means to address young 

citizens, albeit to bring them back to conventional citizenship. 

 If citizenship is evolving to embrace more individualistic and lifestyle-related concerns, it 

seems possible that communication via online technology may be relevant in understanding 

non-conventional citizenship practices. Chapter 2 presented a two-part typology relevant to 

political consumerism: addressing citizens as socially conscious consumers (SCCs) or as critical 

citizen consumers (CCCs). The SCC primarily exercises political consumerism through her 

wallet, by purchasing products that are advertised as socially conscious. She also educates 

herself, with information provided by concerned organizations. SCCs operate in a primarily 

solitary fashion, to satisfy a personal desire to meet a moral standard of citizenship. A CCC, on 

the other hand, participates in but goes beyond consumption behavior and embraces a more 

political identity, participating in organizations that are active in holding corporations (or 
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governments) responsible accountable for their claims of social responsibility. She uses 

information to act and become involved, joining others intent on keeping global giants in check. 

With this general understanding of how political communication is evolving, this chapter aims 

to uncover the participatory preferences of young citizens as well as communicative strategies of 

youth organizations, specifically in relation to political consumerism. 

This chapter1 follows a similar methodological arrangement as was noted in Chapter 6, 

presenting survey results as well as interview data and qualitative content analysis of websites. 

Here the focus is on the issue of political consumerism. Other variations from the previous 

chapter are briefly mentioned here for the sake of clarification. First, though, the overarching 

research question guiding this chapter is:  

 

To what extent do youth practice political consumerism, and how does this compare to youth 

organizations’ perceptions of this notion as well as the reality of their online content?  

 

A number of more specific, secondary research questions can also be drawn out in 

relation to each method. The user survey focus is exemplified in the following research 

question: 

 

Research question 7.1: Who are political consumers, and how does political consumerism relate 

to more traditional forms of political participation?  

 

 Further analysis of the user survey assesses this query. I also examine how this 

consumerism can be conceptualized in relationship to more traditional forms of participation. 

Chapter 5 provided details as to young people’s engagement in various forms of political 

participation, both online and offline. This chapter will build on these variables and integrate 

political consumerism, via exploratory factor analysis to uncover any relevant distinctions 

between forms of participation and political consumerism. It will also provide a definition of the 

chief independent variable in the regression analysis. Second, it is relevant to look at the role 

that political consumerism plays in young people’s political participation. These relationships 

will be explored with regression analysis. In the next part of this chapter, I look at the 

perceptions of seven UK-based youth organizations, selected from the population examined in 

Chapter 6. I focus on semi-structured interviews in order to better understand respondents’ 

                                                
1 Empirical elements of this chapter have been published elsewhere (Ward, in press-b) 
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perceptions of political consumerism and how they communicate these beliefs online. The 

research question guiding this part of the study is: 

 

Research question 7.2: How do youth organizations view the concept of political consumerism, 

and how do they see their online presence contributing to this perspective?  

 

Part three of the study examines the actual substance of these civic-political websites to 

see how political consumerism is addressed online, particularly in relation to socially conscious 

consumers (SCCs). This query utilizes a qualitative, exploratory analysis of online content, thus 

addressing the following research question:  

 

Research question 7.3: How does website content provide further understanding of the notion of 

socially conscious consumers? 

 

The qualitative analysis of websites aims to provide an in-depth understanding of how 

these websites address SCCs and how they tie it to broader aspects of online and offline political 

participation. Such an analysis will provide deeper insight into the perspectives of producers as 

well as a comparison to the actual practices of young people. 

 

Sampled interview data and websites 

Of 21 youth organization websites in the UK initially selected for broader analysis in 

Chapter 6, data from seven of these interviews and websites were used in the current analysis 

(see Table 7.1). The selection was made on the basis of two criteria: First, when asked, 

interviewees identified political consumerism as relevant in some way to the aims of the 

organization. Second, the website content analysis revealed online content that addresses 

political consumerism. 

Recall that political consumerism is made up of both SCCs and CCCs, with SCCs 

representing the less critical strain and primary consisting of consumption behavior. As I have 

theorized a somewhat step-wise process between SCCs and CCCs, when making this selection I 

assume that websites must promote consumption (the type of consumption SCCs engage in) to 

be included here. The choice will be evaluated later in the final chapter of the dissertation. 
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The following organizations2 matched both of these criteria. Three are explicitly related 

to animal rights and have the corresponding objective of vegetarian/vegan lifestyle promotion 

(peta2 UK, Animal Aid and Vegetarians International Voice for Animals or Viva!) and one 

focuses on fair trade/labor issues (Labour Behind the Label). These, as before, are classified as 

non-conventional organizations. Two more are government-funded youth portal sites with a 

wide variety of youth-relevant information and links (Young Scot and Youth Information), and 

one is the youth branch of the Green Party (Young Greens of England and Wales): These are 

classified as conventional organizations. 

 

Table 7.1. Organizations/Websites Selected for Political Consumerism Analysis. 
Name of website
  

Role of interviewee Primary aim Conventional/ 
Non-conventional 
citizenship 

Animal Aid  Campaign 
officer/web editor  
 

Single issue campaign 
(animal rights)  

Non-conventional 

peta2 
 

College Campaign 
Coordinator 
 

Single issue campaign 
(animal rights) 

Non-conventional 

Viva! (Vegetarians 
International Voice 
for Animals)  
 

Campaigns Manager  Single issue campaign 
(animal rights) 

Non-conventional 

Labour Behind the 
Label 

Campaign 
Coordinator 

Single issue campaign 
(fair labor) 

Non-conventional 

Young Scot  Communications 
Manager 
 

Information provision 
(govt. funded)  

Conventional 

Youth Information Web coordinator Information provision 
(govt. funded) 
 

Conventional 

Young Greens of 
England and Wales 

Website coordinator  
 

Mix, govt. role and 
environment 

Conventional 

 

Organizations represented here ranged from issue campaigns to those primarily 

concerned with establishing youth ties to government institutions. The information portals as 

well as the youth branch of the Green Party are (at least somewhat) financially and ideologically 

linked to government politics more than the others, which can be described as campaign groups 

that encourage lifestyle change or direct action. In order to promote an understanding of how 

political consumerism is viewed online, the (interview and content) analysis explores 

                                                
2 All corresponding URLs are listed in Appendix A, Table 2. 
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differences between those more connected to the government (conventional) and those that 

focus on single-issue campaigns (non-conventional), and how youth fit into the overall aims.  

 

7.2 Conceptualizing political consumerism 

 

Determining constructs of political participation 

An exploratory factor analysis was used in order to conceptualize political consumerism 

and also define the dependent variables used in later analysis. On a five-point scale ranging from 

never to always, survey respondents were asked to rate how often they participated in a variety 

of political activities,3 including questions that explicitly tapped political consumerism.4 A 

factor analysis (Principle Component Analysis with Varimax rotation) revealed four 

distinguishable factors. These included a measure of offline political participation, online 

participation, offline civic participation, and socially conscious consumption, termed as such 

because it contains only items related to purchasing behavior (the survey question querying 

boycotting behavior as political participation did not adequately load on any factor).  

The four factors (eigenvalues 3.02, 2.90, 2.67 and 2.40, explained variance 17.76, 17.06, 

15.71, and 14.14 percent) were used to form scales. Offline political participation (M=1.25, 

SD=.56, alpha=.81) was measured using four items.5 These included questions on a five-point 

scale ranging from never to always: In the last 12 months, have you…(1) called or sent a letter 

to a politician or a government official; (2) organized/participated in a demonstration, strike or 

protest; (3) worked for a political party; and (4) given out leaflets about a social or political 

issue. Online participation (M=1.63, SD=.73, alpha=.82) was measured using five items. These 

included questions on a five-point scale ranging from never to always: In the last 12 months, 

have you…(1) forwarded an email about social or political problems; (2) signed a petition on the 

internet; (3) participated in online discussion platforms about social or political problems; (4) 

                                                
3 One survey question originally designed to measure political participation was left out due to its 
ambiguous wording. The question asked, “In the last 12 months, have you donated money/contributed to a 
political party or charitable organization?” leaving the response unclear as to which (notably civic or 
political) target this contribution was aimed at. This issue was mentioned in Chapter 5. 
4 These questions included three that queried ethical purchasing behavior (i.e., “buycotting”) and one that 
asked about boycotting for social or political reasons. The logic here was to see whether buycotting and 
boycotting are indeed elements of political consumerism (as argued in past research, see Stolle et al., 
2005) as well as whether they are distinct from other forms of political participation.  
5 A fifth item (“In the last 12 months, have you sent an email to a political or government official?”) 
produced a double loading on offline political participation and online political participation. I chose to 
include this item only in the online factor for two reasons: 1) offline political participation already 
includes a similar question about calling or sending letters to politicians; and 2) the loading was higher for 
online participation (.653 versus .545). 
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sent an email to a political or a government official; and (5) worked on a website/page, on which 

you state your opinion on social and political problems. Offline civic participation (M=1.71, 

SD=.88, alpha=.78) was measured using four items: In the last 12 months, have you…(1) 

worked for a voluntary or charitable organization; (2) visited a public meeting or attending an 

event in your local area; (3) worn or displayed a campaign badge/sticker; and (4) spoken at a 

Student Council.  

According to this exploratory analysis, online and offline participation emerged as 

different constructs of political action. Additionally, offline political participation and offline 

civic participation represented different facets of political participation. Socially conscious 

consumption was a separate construct from other forms of political participation. It is difficult to 

speculate whether it is a predictor of more traditional political participation or simply a 

distinctive form of participation in its own right, though later analysis will attempt to shed light 

on this issue.  

As the key independent variable (M=3.36, SD=.97, alpha=.85) for the forthcoming 

regression analysis, socially conscious consumption consisted of three items measured on a five-

point scale: (1) I try to buy products that use recycled packaging; (2) I try to buy products that 

don’t harm animals or the environment; and (3) I try to buy from companies that support 

charitable causes. As noted, boycotting behavior did not load with SCC, suggesting that 

purchasing behavior is indeed distinctive from avoiding certain products based on social or 

political reasons.  

 

Conceptualizing socially conscious consumption 

Regression analysis helps to better understand how socially conscious consumption (as 

the primary independent variable) fits with online participation as well as offline political 

participation and offline civic participation. Also included as independent variables are social 

trust, measured using three items (alpha=.72, M=3.10 , SD=.89), and attitudes towards civic 

participation, measured using seven items (alpha=.86, M=3.70, SD=.81). These variables are 

included in the analysis based on their relevance to past research. For example Stolle, et al. 

(2005) found that individuals rated high in political consumerism demonstrated less trust in 

political institutions (though no measure of institutional trust was included in this survey), more 

trust in fellow citizens and had high rates of political self-efficacy. 

It is first interesting to examine descriptive aspects of SCCs. In order to do this, the 

socially conscious consumption scale was divided at the mean (3.36) and respondents were 

classified as “low” (44.1%) or “high” (55.9%) SCCs. Therefore over half of the survey 
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respondents report being fairly well involved in purchasing socially conscious products. A t-test 

was used to test for significant differences between each level (see Table 7.2). There was a 

significant difference between gender, age, and reported levels of confidence using the internet. 

Females were more likely to score high in socially conscious consumption than males. This 

gender difference has been established elsewhere, both in international research and findings 

particular to Sweden (e.g., Petersson, Hermansson, Micheletti, Teorell, & Westholm, 1998; 

Stolle & Hooghe, 2003; Ferrer-Fons, 2004). High SCCs were on average slightly older 

(M=22.47) than low SCCs (M=21.22), though this difference is minimal. Those high in SCC 

also report higher levels of confidence in using the internet for a number of tasks (first reported 

on in Chapter 5).  

 

Table 7.2. Who are Socially Conscious Consumers? 
 Low in SCC High in SCC 
Gender 
     Male 
     Female 
 
Total percentage of respondents 
 

 
51.2% 
40.2% 

 
44.1% 

 
** 
** 

 
48.8% 
59.8% 

 
55.9% 

 
** 
** 

 
Age 

21.22 ** 22.47 ** 

Education 10.89  11.35  
Economic independence 3.20  3.27  
Social trust 3.03  3.08  
Attitudes civic participation 3.54  3.85  
Confidence using internet 3.74 * 3.96 * 
How interested are you in politics?  
 

2.42  2.90  

In the last 12 months, have you… 
 
…boycotted a product because 
you disagreed with the social or 
political values of the company 
that produces it? 

 
 
 

1.34 

 
 
 
** 

 
 
 

1.85 
 

 
 
 
** 
 

…visited websites of corporations 
to learn more about their social 
responsibility? 

1.47 ** 1.74 ** 

…visited websites that pressure 
corporations to be more socially 
responsible? 

1.35 ** 1.65 ** 

Note: Gender differences were calculated with the chi-square phi and Cramer’s V as test statistics. For 
each additional variable, a t-test compared the means of those labeled as low/high in SCC. For 
simplicity, I report only the mean scores of indexed variables. 
*p<.01, **p<.001. 
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Turning to elements more specific to political consumerism, there was a significant 

difference between those low and high in socially conscious consumption when it came to 

frequency of boycotting. Boycotting as a form of political participation is on the increase 

(Inglehart 1997, Norris 2002) as is “buycotting” (purchasing specific products for social or 

political reasons), which conceptually matches the definition of socially conscious consumption 

found here. Although boycotting was a less commonly utilized form of participation as reported 

in this survey, high scoring SCCs reported boycotting for social or political reasons more often 

than low scoring SCCs. The same is true for searching out (online) information about 

corporations and social responsibility: High SCCs were more likely to visit corporate websites 

to read about their ethical policies as well as visit websites more critical towards corporate 

policy.  

 

Table 7.3. Examining the Relationship Between SCC and Political Participation.  
 Online 

participation 
Offline political 

participation 
Offline civic 
participation 

 Beta SE Beta SE Beta SE 
Controls 

Age 
Gender 
Education 
Economic 
independence 

 
.004 
.012 

-.002 
-.053 

 

  
.003 
.041 
.004 
.018 

 
.014 

-
.046 

-
.004 

-
.020 

 

  
.002 
.030 
.003 
.013 

 
-.108 
.025 
.033 
.089 

 

 
** 
 
 
** 

 
.003 
.050 
.005 
.022 

 

Confidence using internet 
Social trust 
Attitudes civic 
participation 

.132 

.072 

.105 

*** 
* 
*** 

.025 

.022 

.026 

-.077 
-.004 
-.116 

** 
 
*** 

.018 

.016 

.019 

.043 

.035 

.064 

 
 
* 

.031 

.027 

.032 
 

Participation 
Online participation 
Offline political 
participation 
Offline civic 
participation 

 
- 

.461 
 

.176 

 
 
*** 
 
*** 

 
- 

.044 
 

.029 

 
.420 

- 
 

.432 

 
*** 
 
 
*** 

 
.024 

- 
 

.019 

 
.175 
.472 

 
- 

 
*** 
*** 
 

 
.044 
.055 

 
- 
 

Socially conscious 
consumption 

.121 *** .021 -
.021 

 .016 .103 *** .027 
 

Note: Entries are standardized beta coefficients and standard errors.  
*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.  

 

Confidence using the internet was measured using five items (alpha=.83, M=3.84, 

SD=.81). Control variables comprise age (mean=21.84, SD=8.6), gender (64.4% female), a 

measure of economic independence (two items, alpha=.85, M=3.24, SD=1.3), and education in 



Political Consumerism Online 

 143 

years (M=11, SD=4.7). Table 7.3 shows the relationship between socially conscious 

consumption and three forms of participation (online, offline political, and offline civic), and 

demonstrates a positive and significant relationship between socially conscious consumption 

and online participation as well as offline civic participation. However, this relationship 

disappears with offline political participation. 

Turning to other independent variables in the model, reported confidence in using the 

internet was positively and significantly related to online participation and offline political 

participation, but not offline civic participation. Social trust had only a significant relationship 

with online participation. Attitudes towards civic participation were significantly related to all 

forms of political participation, though this relationship was positive for online participation and 

offline civic participation and negative for offline political participation. 

As for the control variables, age and economic independence were negatively and 

significantly related to offline civic participation (i.e., younger respondents were more likely to 

engage offline in civic participation, and those reporting more economic independence were 

more likely to participate in offline civic participation, due to reverse coding). Other variables 

including gender, education and economic independence were non-significant for all models.  

Survey results demonstrate that respondents are partaking in socially conscious 

consumption (55.9% of all respondents scored high in this measure). Factor analysis shows SCC 

as distinct from more traditional types of political participation. Regression analysis confirms 

that SCC has a positive influence on both online and offline civic participation, but it does not, 

however, significantly influence offline political participation. 

Based on evidence presented here it is difficult to further speculate on the role of SCCs 

and CCCs. The exploratory nature of the CIVICWEB survey can however be complemented by 

turning to interview results and qualitative analysis of websites, which will help to illuminate 

how organizations demonstrate an understanding of political consumerism and if and how they 

register such a distinction between SCCs and CCCs, as well as possible attempts to merge the 

two.  

 

7.3 The web producer view 

Though all organizations acknowledge youth disinterest in traditional politics, as shown 

in Chapter 6 they have embraced different ideas about citizenship, including an issue focus. 

User survey results distinguished SCCs from a more critical strain (CCCs) who boycott and 

more often seek information about political consumerism. The next section focuses on how 

organizations address SCCs according to interview results with web producers. It attempts to 
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understand whether organizations see this more individual behavior change (SCC) as a stepping-

stone to other forms of activism or simply a path to more traditional citizenship practices (both 

potentially within the realm of CCCs). It also leaves room for the possibility to refine this 

typology of political consumerism in terms of organizational perspectives.  

  

Socially conscious consumption as a lifestyle choice 

Qualitative analysis followed a similar path as in Chapter 6. All of the organizations 

represented here seemed keen to promote the idea of socially conscious consumption as a 

lifestyle choice. As specified earlier and in Chapter 2, the SCC limits her exercise of social 

consciousness to her purchasing behavior. This can arguably been seen as more of a lifestyle 

choice than something that encompasses the realm of citizenship, and at first glance, some of the 

single-issue campaigns do seem to be more about lifestyle. For example, in the case of animal 

rights groups, they promoted diet – a lifestyle choice – but the reasons given are personal 

betterment as well as more politically driven motives. The Viva! interviewee described the 

organization as promoting “a meat and dairy free diet…the four best reasons for giving up dairy 

are the environment, animals, helping people in developing worlds and also improving people’s 

health as well.” 

According to interviewees, the encouragement of socially conscious consumption is 

addressed on youth organization websites through different methods of information provision. 

All organizations in the sample provided issue information related to consumption choices. 

However, differences emerged between the conventional information portals (Young Scot and 

Youth Information) and the other organizations. The Young Scot interviewee made it clear that 

their role was information provision in a neutral sense:  

 

I think our job is to say here’s the facts around it, it’s not to say do this or do 
this…if you buy this product and you know the food miles that are connected to 
it, it makes young people aware of it, so they can make up their own mind. 
 

This role matched with the neutral stance often expressed by conventional organizations 

in Chapter 6: They viewed their general mission as avoiding the encouragement of any 

particular outcome. Conversely, non-conventional issue-based organizations often articulated an 

explicit goal of actually changing individual behavior through information provision (e.g., 

becoming vegetarian or vegan by being a more active consumer). Issue-based organizations 

facilitated this change by encouraging consumption in pre-approved ways. Particularly those 

geared towards animal rights additionally offered their own products in an online store 
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(including Viva!, Animal Aid and peta2), or endorsed certain companies (usually via 

testimonials and links) for their socially conscious products (e.g., Young Greens, Viva!’s 

“Veggie-Friendly Businesses”).  

The SCC is primarily addressed as an individual. She is provided with information 

and/or encouraged to support such commitments by autonomously purchasing products and 

making relevant lifestyle changes. When organizations present information about the facts of 

production or even offer their own socially conscious goods, they help to build this type of 

consumer. Offering their own products or endorsing others encourages consumption behavior 

and supports a personal sense of satisfaction from the SCC.  

What also occurs is a shift to more collective action. Though not universal – for 

example, the Young Greens interviewee agreed that he was happy if people do make lifestyle 

changes, whether or not they are interested in running for office or campaigning. All others 

excluding the conventional information portals also encouraged their aptly educated supporters 

to take a more critical step in their role as political consumers.  

 

Critical citizen consumers: Purchasing and protesting 

Organizations did communicate a step-wise process to a more critical level of 

participation stemming from socially conscious consumption. For example, the Animal Aid 

interviewee noted:  

 

They say that going vegetarian will save the lives of 2,000 animals in your 
lifetime, so we see that as the single most effective thing you can do. Above all 
that would be what we want people to do. But then a lot of people once they 
have made that step themselves, want to go a bit further and start doing 
campaigning and things like this. 
 

This points to the issue of identifying whether the political consumer is interested in 

facilitating change on a more political level, which is a motivation encouraged from a number of 

organizations in the sample, particularly those with a more single-issue basis.  

The CCC acts in a socially conscious manner when purchasing products marketed, for 

example, as fair trade. She researches claims of social responsibility to ensure that her 

purchasing power is being used not just to support products that are advertised with such 

campaigns, but rather is used to reward brands and corporations that are meeting the 

requirements they claim to hold. Along with this information seeking and consumption 

behavior, she embraces what could be seen as a more political identity by getting involved in 
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direct action, whether it is via government channels or directly pressuring corporations for 

change. peta2’s interviewee articulated this position well:  

 

[Those who sign up for the street team] are taking the next step. Rather than just 
removing themselves from the process – which would be like going vegetarian 
or not supporting companies that test on animals –they go a step further and 
want to actually inform other people about what’s going on in these industries. 
 

Some websites, particularly the information portals, functioned as primarily information 

providers while others utilized a more “inform then involve” approach that ultimately 

encourages direct action. At the same time, however, there was the recognition that taking this 

next step may not be for everyone. Organizations promoting the CCC identity actively 

monitored corporate action and encouraged interested youth to join likeminded others intent on 

keeping global giants in check.  

Campaigns and protests against either government or corporate targets (e.g., Viva! 

recently targeted supermarket chain Tesco) were organized through the website. This was often 

done via networks formed by the organization. An example was peta2’s activist network, where 

according to the interviewee,  

 

…over 200,000 students are actively going out and doing the missions that we 
propose on the website. They go after specific companies that we may be 
targeting to get them to change their policies. 

 

Corporate versus government focus  

The previous section showed first, an emphasis on rhetoric directed at individuals and 

lifestyle or behavioral change (SCCs), and second, encouragement of more critical, often 

collective action (CCCs). But according to these interviewees, where is this action directed and 

where is it most effective? Here, differences emerged between conventional organizations and 

those with more non-conventional, issue-based aims.  

 Non-conventional organizations generally directed pressure at corporations rather than 

government, but interestingly were also more likely to acknowledge both strategies as 

theoretically important to their overall goals, for example by using corporations as a lever for 

legislation. The Viva! spokesperson stressed the power of consumers to “affect the policy of 

both government and big business,” and the Labour Behind the Label interviewee agreed, but 

also made clear his position:  
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The target largely speaking is the big brands who sell clothes to consumers here 
in the UK and who have the power in the global supply chains…We’re a more 
pragmatic campaign in the sense that we would like to see government 
legislating but we think it will not be achieved in the near future…And so [our 
global movements] are the things that link us in a way that governments don’t. 
So in terms of that background aim for our campaign, corporations are a much 
more obvious target. 

 

Those with a focus on socially conscious consumption saw the internet as helpful in 

both supplying large quantities of information as well as providing links to approved vendors. In 

a similar vein, organizations that advocated action reserved for CCCs praised the internet for 

enabling them to create global networks with the aim of monitoring corporate action. Online 

participation was also seen as an easier, less time-consuming method of participation. Viva! had 

“a one-click campaign so people can literally just put their name to it and press send and it will 

send an email and it takes 20 seconds,” and peta2 used the internet to launch strong protests 

against corporations if their pleas are ignored: 

 

Unfortunately what we found is that a lot of these companies disregard 
[letters]…we gradually step it up and pull out the costumes, organize the 
demonstrations, get the activists to send them emails…We would love to finish 
these things even before they get onto the website and have all these companies 
change their policies just because it is more humane, but often we’ve found that 
they won’t really listen until they hear the voices of thousands of students who 
are no longer going to be buying their products. 
 

A different approach emerged within conventional organizations. The Young Greens, 

the only conventional organization that addressed CCCs, tended to focus more of their pressure 

on government, and said: “As we're affiliated with a political party, we're trying to bring about 

change through either lobbying politicians, or getting elected ourselves…we don’t think change 

will really happen unless the right people are in power.” The interviewee claimed a government 

route is more legitimate, even in an environment of globalization. But even more interesting was 

the lack of a target on the information portal sites. Though they encouraged socially conscious 

consumption and did provide links to more critical actors, they stopped short of explicitly 

endorsing protest towards any entity themselves. 

These distinctions in the nature of participatory focus demonstrated a promotion of 

different engagement structures: Individuals were provided with opportunities that showed them 

how to either one, participate in issue-based activism like the environment or animal rights and 
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in doing so, target corporations, or two, participate through government channels or more 

broadly in traditional political institutions.  

This section has shown how civic/political youth organizations in the UK address 

political consumerism in relation to both SCCs and CCCs: SCCs are addressed via relevant 

information provision and CCCs are given methods to seek information about corporate social 

responsibility and opportunities for engagement. I now turn to website analysis in an effort to 

better understand the content of the sites in terms of political consumerism. This analysis 

focuses primarily on understanding how organizations use web content to address SCCs: This 

focus is relevant since consumption behavior is arguably quite distinct from other methods of 

engagement (that fall within the realm of CCCs), and exploration of how such consumption is 

presented on civic-political websites is particularly valuable to pursue in furthering an 

understanding of political consumerism. 

 

7.4 Aim and reality of websites 

In order to examine how website content complements producer perceptions, qualitative 

analysis of the sample of seven relevant websites draws on the content of these sites as well as 

just-reported interview findings. I am particularly interested in exploring possible distinctions 

among SCCs in order to better understand each mode of address and how it is communicated 

and tied back to citizenship.  

 

Addressing the socially conscious consumer 

In focusing on the notion of socially conscious consumption, qualitative analysis 

revealed that the seven websites generally choose one or a combination of three approaches: 

One, they explicitly endorse companies for their socially conscious products; two, they 

encourage the purchase of their own socially conscious products; and three, they provide 

indirect appeals to a socially conscious lifestyle.  

 The website strategy described first, explicit endorsement of socially responsible 

companies, refers to organizations that endorse certain products or companies that meet a 

standard acceptable to the goals of that organization as far as individual behavior change is 

concerned. The Young Greens, a group for young members of the Green Party in England and 

Wales, provided “Ethical Consumption Links” on their website, consisting of a list of where to 

buy fair trade and/or organic food (e.g., Farm-A-Round Organics) as well as clothes and 

accessories (e.g., Wiggly Wigglers Composting). The page in question listed external links with 

a brief description of the company, and a textual explanation explained the relevant philosophy 
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(e.g., “UK’s only alternative consumer organization”) The Young Greens were the only 

conventional organization to take this approach, which may relate to their political views which 

tie partisan politics to their issue of importance, thus justifying such a focus. 

A similar approach was seen on the Labour Behind the Label website, a campaign 

organization that supports garment worker’s rights around the world. One of LBL’s related 

websites included Clean up Fashion, which offered information for the “active consumer.” They 

listed a number of well-known shops and supplied information about compliance with worker’s 

rights. LBL differed slightly from other issue campaigns in their approach. Visitors were not 

overtly directed to a particular company, but clearly saw which companies were adhering to 

socially responsible practices and which were not. 

Viva! had a similar section entitled “Veggie-Friendly Businesses” like vegetarian and 

vegan products and services as well as a request for acceptable businesses to email them in order 

to be included on the links page. Other “special offers” included holidays, restaurants and other 

food and drink, clothing and footwear, home and lifestyle, and online shopping. As will be 

explicated in the next section, Viva! also offered its own merchandise to SCCs.  

Second, organizations that encourage purchasing to support the organization and a 

socially conscious lifestyle again gave explicit information as to where SCCs should shop, but 

rather than only pointing to external companies that are related in philosophy they also provided 

their own shops with products that presumably received their highest endorsement. It is 

important to stress that all organizations maintaining online shops (i.e., all animal rights groups) 

also promoted external goods of various types. However, given the presence of their own goods, 

the mode of address found in this category is interesting as it more clearly ties purchasing 

behavior with a precise moral imperative: that of the organization itself. Viva!’s online shop 

greeted visitors with the message: “Buying merchandise from Viva! helps towards our 

campaigns to save farmed animals. We sell t-shirts with veggie messages, a large selection of 

dairy-free chocolate, an excellent range of books, gifts and campaign materials.” Specifically for 

youth they offered armbands that read “Proud to be Veggie” stamped with the Viva! logo, as 

well as t-shirts with a similar message, claiming “All of our shirts are fair-trade.” 

Animal Aid ran a variety of websites, two of which are explicitly geared towards young 

people, and all of which link to their online shop. On the Youth for Animals site, a “Get Active” 

link provided information on the term “Cruelty Free” and “Fashion,” and linked to “Animal 

Aid’s Online Shop for vegetarian shoes, cosmetics and other household products.” If a visitor 

chose to enter the online shop, she was greeted with the assurance that “No product has been 

tested on animals, or contains any animal ingredients, so all items are suitable for vegetarians 
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and vegans.” Interestingly, no mention was made about the manufacturing process of the 

clothing that is also for sale. Animal Aid’s university-geared Ethical Student website gave 

information on acceptable food, booze, and fashion, and also provided external endorsements of 

“Veggie/Vegan pubs” and “Ethical Threads.” Furthermore and similar to their primarily US 

target audience, peta2’s UK pages contained UK-specific endorsed companies under headings 

like “Beauty With Conscious” (cosmetic, hair and skin products) and “Compassion is the 

Fashion; there’s really no excuse to choose cruelty over compassion.” As with the others, peta2 

also promoted an online shop called “peta2’s Cafepress.com Store,” although as with Animal 

Aid they did not specify how the clothing on offer was manufactured. They did however make it 

clear that visitors should be wary of outside claims, thus solidifying their own authenticity: 

“Remember to beware of companies' statements on packaging or Web sites about not testing 

their products on animals. Sure, the statements sound good, but they can hide the fact that a 

company is buying ingredients which are tested on animals.”  

The third category, indirect appeals to a socially conscious lifestyle, presented an in-

between classification that does not quite mesh with earlier SCC definitions. This category is 

defined by appeals to a socially conscious lifestyle, but without explicit mention of specific 

products or brand names. Rather than endorsing purchasing behavior, it refers to a general 

philosophy of ethical living that may inadvertently lead to ethical consumer behavior, or, in the 

case of conventional organizations, back to conventional citizenship. The conventional 

information portals, the only two organizations to not address CCCs, used this strategy. 

Due to popular demand from its young visitors (as claimed by the interviewee), the 

Scottish youth information portal Young Scot created an Environmental Channel. Under the 

heading “Make a Difference” visitors are encouraged to “Buy products and food with less 

packaging – it takes a lot of energy to make, and ends up as waste that then takes even more 

energy to destroy;” and “Choose food and things made locally – more transportation means 

more pollution.” Youth were given general pointers about what to strive for in ethical 

purchasing, but were not directed to a specific company or an explicit type of packaging. The 

other information portal, Youth Information, followed a less suggestive though similar 

approach. As their main goal was to provide quality information on a wide variety of subjects, 

they served as the starting point for youth interested in relevant issues such as “Organic Food 

Production” and “Fair Trade and Child Labour.” They also stopped short of suggesting 

purchasing behavior, but provided links (but did not explicitly encourage participation) to civic 

organizations like TearFund, which ran a “Youth Ethical Lifestyle Campaign” that encouraged 

youth activism directed at clothing companies.  
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Table 7.4. Political Consumerism Focus Based on Interview and Content Data. 
 Socially 

conscious 
consumers 

Critical citizen 
consumers 

Corporate or 
government 

focus? 

Addressing 
political 

consumers 
via website 

content 
 

Animal Aid (non-
conventional) 
 

Yes Yes Primarily 
corporate  

Own shop + 
outside 

endorsements 
peta2 UK (non-
conventional) 
 

Yes Yes  Primarily 
corporate 

Own shop + 
outside 

endorsements 
Viva! (non-
conventional) 
 

Yes Yes Primarily 
corporate 

Own shop + 
outside 

endorsements 
Labour Behind 
the Label (non-
conventional) 
 

Yes Yes Primarily 
corporate 

Outside 
endorsements 

Young Scot 
(conventional) 
 

Yes No - Indirect 

Youth 
Information 
(conventional) 
 

Yes No - Indirect 

Young Greens 
(conventional) 
 

Yes Yes 
 

Government Outside 
endorsements 

 

Website content analysis showed that in addressing the SCC, organizations here fit into 

at least one of the above-described categories. Table 7.4 demonstrates where – based on both 

interview and content data – each organization falls in relation to promoting actions within the 

realm of socially conscious consumption or more critical consumption, the target of where the 

bulk of their action is based (if applicable), and how SCCs are primarily addressed via website 

content. This table also serves as a guide for the discussion in the next section. 

 

7.5 Discussion 

What follows is a discussion that highlights the three empirical elements advanced in 

the chapter. It also incorporates the theoretical model in order to discuss how citizenship and 

communication strategies factor into a political consumerism focus. 

 

Summary of empirical research  
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The general area of inquiry addressed in this chapter is how youth practice political 

consumerism as well as how youth organizations address this phenomenon via their websites. 

Survey results, though exploratory, demonstrate that unlike past research has claimed (Stolle, et 

al., 2005), respondents do differentiate between boycotting and buycotting and, with an 

enthusiasm for ethical spending, are quite active as SCCs (55.9% of all respondents scored high 

in socially conscious consumption). A step-wise approach from mainly individual behavior as 

SCCs to the more often collective nature of CCCs reflects what youth also see as relevant: In the 

user survey, for example, boycotting did not load with more consumption-related queries. Since 

boycotting arguably represents a departure from consumption behavior into a more political 

realm, organizations that provide routes for both SCCs and CCCs may have found a path that 

young users have been shown to take. A factor analysis additionally reveals that SCC is distinct 

from other types of more traditional, offline political participation. In order to better understand 

SCC’s relationship with political participation, and thus how youth view citizenship, regression 

analysis shows that SCC does have a significant positive influence on both online and offline 

civic participation, though it does not significantly influence offline political participation. 

Two elements from the user survey can help to better understand interview results. First, 

survey respondents do differentiate between individualistic, consumer-related behavior and 

more traditional strains of participation (including boycotting). Although there may be an 

element of social desirability in answering questions about trying to buy certain types of 

products, those scoring high in SCC are also more likely to visit websites about corporate social 

responsibility, pointing to a more political behavioral element. Thus SCCs tend to more often 

participate in critical consumption and activism, providing an example of Inglehart’s (1997) 

elite-challenging forms of participation. Youth organizations seem to recognize the SCC as 

someone who is best reached with an appeal to lifestyle changes. And for those interested in 

taking the next step, CCCs are encouraged to protest against both corporate and government 

targets. Second, those scoring high in SCC are more likely to be active in both online and offline 

participation in comparison to those scoring low. Perhaps youth organizations have recognized 

this higher likelihood for civic or political participation.  

In order to explore how the notion of political consumerism is addressed online, 

interviews demonstrate how civic-political youth organizations in the UK view this merging of 

citizen and consumer. Organizations examined here use a variety of ways to address political 

consumerism, particularly towards SCCs and CCCs. They address young visitors as SCCs by 

providing information on the issues and also by endorsing products including their own. They 

also see youth as CCCs, supplying ways for them to seek information about corporate social 
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responsibility or pointing to opportunities for engagement in citizen-consumer related issues, 

either through a government or corporate-focused approach. One conventional organization (the 

Young Greens) turns to government for solutions to political consumer-related issues. 

Interestingly, the non-conventional organizations see the relevance of this approach but have 

also in a sense given up on government’s ability to regulate global corporations. Micheletti and 

Follesdal (2007) say “…political consumerism may seem to threaten the legitimacy base of 

parliamentary politics because its participants refuse to place all responsibility for social and 

environmental justice in the hands of government” (p. 172). The government is often seen as the 

logical target of political action (Dalton, Scarrow, & Cain, 2004), so some may find a corporate 

strategy to be outside the realm of traditional politics.  

But what about the information portals Young Scot and Youth Information? They seem 

to take a different approach from the other organizations. They skip a critical view towards 

governments or corporations but still encourage a socially conscious lifestyle. As they do not 

directly provide a target for protest, it is interesting to keep in mind that their funding does come 

at least partially from the government. Such distinctions may be better comprehended by turning 

back to the primary aims of the organizations (noted earlier in Table 7.1). Since their general 

role is information provision, stopping short of endorsements demonstrates a consistency with 

their mission of neutrality. Campaign organizations and the political party, the Young Greens, 

have more explicit issue-based goals tied to their existence.  

 

Bringing back the theoretical model 

Turning once again to the theoretical model, when considering political consumerism a 

number of findings emerge. In sum, non-conventional organizations provide information and 

consumption opportunities for SCCs and engagement opportunities for CCCs, generally 

directing activism towards corporate targets. Conventional organizations demonstrate a split 

similar to the division in Chapter 5: the youth organizations provide indirect encouragement of 

SCCs, and the political party youth branch (the Young Greens) promotes critical consumption 

and protest directed at government targets. In terms of strategic or reflexive communication, 

both conventional and non-conventional websites lean heavily towards strategic aims, though 

inclusion of political consumerism elements may demonstrate an awareness of different youth 

participation styles.  

Figure 7.1 provides a summary of the placement of the categories of websites within the 

theoretical model. Socially conscious consumption can be seen in relation to both conventional 

and non-conventional citizenship. In terms of conventional citizenship, it is a step towards  
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Figure 7.1. Theoretical Positioning and Communication Strategies of Youth Organization 
Websites in Relation to Political Consumerism. 

 
Conventional organizations 

 

 
Non-conventional organizations 

Strategic communication on a conventional 
website (type 1):  
 

• Goal-oriented: political consumerism is 
a stepping-stone to getting youth 
involved in traditional arenas 

• Persuasive: addressing SCCs is fairly 
neutral but seems tied to a message of 
conventional citizenship 

• One-way communication & 
transactional interactivity: SCC 
content is not interactive 

• Top-down: content is exclusively 
produced by the organization  

Strategic communication on a non-
conventional website (type 2):  
 

• Goal-oriented: political 
consumerism encourages lifestyle 
changes and promotes campaign 
goals 

• Persuasive: buy our products to 
demonstrate solidarity  

• One-way communication & 
transactional interactivity: SCC 
content shows transactional 
interactivity in online shops; CCC 
content encourages participation in 
campaigns online and offline 

• Top-down: content is exclusively 
produced by the organization  

 
 

Reflexive communication on a conventional 
website (type 3): 
 

• Goal-modifying: inclusion of this 
content again directed at own activities 
with the goal of maintaining funding 

• Responsive: embracing an issue 
deemed important to youth 

• Coproductive interactivity: not clearly 
established in relation to political 
consumerism  

• Bottom-up: interview data reveals that 
some content is the result of youth 
feedback, but not made evident on the 
website 

 

Reflexive communication on a non-
conventional website (type 4):  
 

• Goal-modifying: provides a means 
to get involved via political 
consumerism (e.g., online shops)  

• Responsive: interview data reveals 
that organizations are aware of 
different styles of participation on 
the part of young people  

• Coproductive interactivity: not 
clearly established in relation to 
political consumerism  

• Bottom-up: not a part of this 
content 

 
 

 

political participation, or a channel of political influence. Results from the user survey showed 

that socially conscious consumption does influence participation, at least in terms of online and 

offline civic forms. Though not as clear, this may also be the case when looking at interview and 

content analysis results from the conventional organizations: These organizations do not 

promote consumption (as SCCs) but generally encourage young people to be aware of what they 
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consume in a more critical way. From a content standpoint, by neglecting to provide a focus for 

protest, they remain ambiguous. The exception is the Young Greens: The fact that their web 

content is geared towards both SCCs and CCCs as well as government focus for protest may 

relate to their unique positioning (in this sample) as an issue-based political party.  

The element of communication is also key. All sampled youth organizations examined 

here use political consumerism as a strategy to connect with young people. Strategically, issue 

campaigns often resort to a persuasive communication style (such as messages of “buy me!” for 

SCCs). Information portals (in this case, Young Scot and Youth Information) are more tied to 

the government, and as in other chapters, maintain that their content is neutral. The information 

portals seem to recognize political consumerism as an area of interest but see it more as a means 

to traditional citizenship than an end goal. Interview results show that these organizations say 

they aim to provide information that helps young citizens make up their own minds, as opposed 

to the goal of the campaigns to change individual behavior. But content is fairly one-way, 

though it could be argued that providing the opportunity for online purchases is a form of 

transactional interactivity. However, there is no sign of coproductive interactivity. It seems more 

likely that these government-oriented conventional organizations address youth in such a way as 

a strategy to direct young people’s democratic participation. However, such indirect appeals 

towards a socially conscious lifestyle focus on providing information to young people to 

implicitly facilitate awareness of ethical consumption. Without taking the step to endorse 

particular products or encourage consumption (as other SCC-focused organizations do), these 

organizations seem to recognize the necessity of forging more of an understanding of why such a 

lifestyle is desirable. Further, these indirect appeals tend towards an educational focus, with 

wise consumption choices occurring later (as opposed to in an online shop) and on the citizen’s 

own terms. The information portals that embrace this strategy seem to see young people’s 

citizenship inexorably linked to knowledge of such a process. Consumption itself is minimized 

and information is seen as key in the realm of political consumption. 

For those classified as non-conventional, inclusion of such content is clearly strategic, 

but it is more a way of reaching campaign goals and also embracing a new citizenship, one that 

explicitly sees consumerism as part of a new political realm. All non-conventional organizations 

(and the Young Greens) explicitly endorse certain products that meet a standard acceptable to 

the organization. At the same time, this strategy takes some critical assessment away from the 

young visitor: The message is that there is an implicit standard that the organization subscribes 

to, and that is why they explicitly endorse certain companies. Purchasing is put forth as a 

method of participation: By supporting companies endorsed by these organizations, the young 



Youth, Citizenship and Online Political Communication 

 156 

citizen is meeting a requirement within the realm of civic behavior simply by buying ethical 

products. The animal rights organizations also go beyond endorsements by encouraging 

consumption of their own products. In endorsing other products as well as their own, they see 

purchasing behavior as unavoidably tied not only to youth citizenship but also to the goals of the 

organization. If a young person wants to show solidarity with the mission, then she should 

purchase certain items in order to maintain a clear ideological stand.  

When it comes to reflexive communication, the non-conventional organizations see 

government losing its power and they act to better society in another way. Participation directed 

away from the state also represents a sense of pragmatism on the part of campaigns. Here, the 

Young Greens show an interesting approach. Ideologically they find themselves more on the 

fringes of party politics, but still want to hold a legitimate place in party politics. Therefore they 

provide a combination of government-directed activism and also pursue their visitors as SCCs. 

This is interesting as the Young Greens are a political party, and see this addressing their visitors 

as SCCs as a way of connecting them to traditional participation. How this ties in with other 

arenas of empirical research discussed in earlier chapters will be expanded in Chapter 8. 

 


