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A B S T R A C T

There are two fundamental ways in which consumers can express their concerns and obligations for society
through their consumption decisions: They can boycott companies that they deem to be irresponsible or they
may deliberately buy from companies that they perceive to act responsibly (‘buycott’). It has been largely ig-
nored that individuals are driven by different motivational mechanisms to join boycotts and buycotts (punish-
ment vs. reward of corporate behaviors), and thus, these mechanisms have disparate implications for the par-
ticipating individual (e.g., high vs. low subjective costs because of a restriction in consumption habits). This
paper fills this void and develops a framework suggesting that the extent to which consumers translate their
concerns and obligations for society into a willingness to boycott and/or buycott is bounded by self-interest.
Using a unique, representative sample of 1833 German consumers, this study reveals that the effects of en-
vironmental concerns and universalism on buycotting are amplified by hedonism, while the effects of social
concern on buycotting and boycotting are attenuated by hedonism and simplicity, respectively. These results
have far-reaching implications for organizations and policy planners who aim to change corporate behavior.

1. Introduction

Consumers are increasingly aware of the fact that their consumption
behavior—besides positive personal effects—has negative social and
ecological consequences with considerable long-term implications.
Many people, therefore, feel obligated to consume more consciously
and ethically. In principle, there are two levers that people can pull in
order to jointly respond to the socially irresponsible or responsible
actions of firms by means of their consumption decisions. Consumers
can join boycotts of the companies that they deem to be irresponsible or
they may join initiatives to deliberately buy from companies that act
responsibly, so-called buycotts (Friedman, 1996; Hoffmann and Hutter,
2012; Klein et al., 2004; Neilson, 2010). The concerted consumption
decisions of a great number of consumers have the potential to prompt
companies to improve their corporate social responsibility (Crane et al.,
2004; Shaw et al., 2006).

Although both options have the very same overarching objective to
ensure that firms behave responsibly, we assume that boycotts and
buycotts are two idiosyncratic concepts that individuals evaluate dif-
ferently. To date, little is known about the motivational mechanisms
that determine whether consumers are prone to joining boycotts and/or

buycotts (Baek, 2010; Copeland, 2014; Neilson, 2010; Yates, 2011). We
expect that both boycotting and buycotting are driven by a general
concern about the consequences of consumption patterns for the en-
vironment, society, and other people (e.g., Neilson and Paxton, 2010;
Newman and Bartels, 2011; Shah et al., 2007). However, the question
of whether these drivers ultimately lead to boycotting and/or buycot-
ting may be bounded by self-interest goals that may even conflict with a
prosocial or pro-environmental mindset.

This paper makes the following contributions. First, we explore the
underlying motivational mechanisms that are believed to guide parti-
cipation in the two archetypes of collaborative actions of consumers to
modify corporate behavior, namely boycotting and buycotting. The
research demonstrates that environmental concerns, social concerns,
and the universal value orientation are central drivers of both boycot-
ting and buycotting. Second, building on the specific unique properties
of these actions, the framework developed in this paper identifies the
self-interest of the consumer, or more precisely, hedonism and simpli-
city, as critical contingency variables that determine whether con-
sumers are more or less willing to boycott or to buycott. Boycotts re-
quire consumers to restrict their habitual consumption patterns and
demand a limitation of choices, which is why our framework derives
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