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A B S T R A C T

Political consumption is a flourishing field of research at the intersection of consumer
research and political sociology. Political consumption means the consideration of ethical
or political motives in the decision to buy certain products. Its main forms are the buying
(buycott) of products distinguished by certain ethical or political characteristics such as sus-
tainability, social justice, or corporate responsibility, and the boycott of products that lack
such characteristics. However, there is an ongoing discussion about the status of political
consumption. Some authors suspect that it may distract citizens from more challenging
forms of participation (crowding-out thesis). In contrast, most empirical research has
shown that political consumers are also more active than the general population in other
forms of political participation. However, this has only been shown for fairly general meas-
ures of political consumption and participation. Our contribution to this debate thus
focuses on one specific form of political consumption and corresponding forms of participa-
tion: activism for the Global South and fair trade consumption, zooming in on the case of
Switzerland, where fair trade consumption is quite widespread within the population. Our
results show that fair trade consumption is only weakly related to other forms of engage-
ment for Global South issues, thus it does not distract from more challenging forms of en-
gagement, but it is also not part of a more general engaged lifestyle. This is supported by
the fact that the motivations and structural underpinnings of other forms of activism for the
Global South differ from those of fair trade consumption.

K E Y W O R D S : political consumption; political participation; fair trade; Global South
activism; crowding out.

In recent years, sociologists, political scientists, and psychologists have established a new and flourish-
ing field of research at the intersection of consumer research and political sociology, the field of polit-
ical consumption (Barnett et al. 2005; Lorenzen 2012; Mazar and Zhong 2010; Raynolds 2002;
Stolle, Hooghe, and Micheletti 2005; Sunderer and Rössel 2012; Szasz 2007; Willis and Schor 2012;
for reviews see Andorfer and Liebe 2012 and Newholm and Shaw 2007). Basically, political consump-
tion means the consideration of ethical or political motives in the decision to buy or boycott certain
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products or brands, with the goal of changing institutions, organizations, or social conditions (Koos
2012; Stolle et al. 2005; Yates 2011). The main forms of political consumption are, on the one hand,
the positive buying (buycott) of products distinguished by certain ethical or political characteristics
such as sustainability, social justice, or corporate responsibility, and, on the other hand, the boycott of
products that lack such characteristics.

According to survey results, both forms of political consumption seem to be widespread in the
population of advanced capitalist countries, with up to 60 percent of the population in countries such
as Sweden and Switzerland buycotting certain products, and up to nearly 40 percent having partici-
pated in the boycott of brands and products (Koos 2012; for the United States, cf. Willis and Schor
2012). Thus political consumption is not only an academic field of research, but an increasingly wide-
spread attempt to influence corporations and politicians by market choices (Bennett 1998;
Dalton 2008).

However, there is an ongoing discussion about the status of political consumption. Is consuming
or boycotting certain products and brands really comparable to political participation as a citizen?
Some authors suspect that political consumption may distract citizens from actual political participa-
tion—with adverse consequences. According to Andrew Szasz (2007), political consumption has to
be seen as part of a neoliberal political culture that fosters individualism, shifts responsibility to the
consumer, and erodes civic responsibility (cf. Johnston and Szabo 2011). Political consumption,
therefore, effectively works as a mild substitute for other forms of political engagement because
“rather than inspiring additional action, ethical consumption is more likely to silence the internal
voice that urges us to do more” (Szasz 2012:79; cf. Mazar and Zhong 2010). In this view, political
consumption undermines more radical approaches to institutional political change, which might be
much more politically effective (Balsiger 2012). Furthermore, some scholars have claimed that polit-
ical consumption is a complex phenomenon, with consumers oscillating between ethical and aesthetic
concerns, but partially this form of consumption could also represent a form of distinction by upper
middle-class consumers who are able to buy expensive, ethically sound food and thereby feel more
ethically distinct than consumers from a lower class (Adams and Raisborough 2008; Johnston and
Baumann 2010).

Researchers in the field of political consumption counter these arguments by focusing on the so-
called “crowding-out” thesis. It posits that political consumption undermines an actor’s propensity to
engage in other forms of activism. The question is then: “Does political consumption distract citizens
from other, more challenging, forms of political participation?” Although still open to debate, most
studies suggest that this is not the case. While some contributions do provide evidence for a possible
crowding out (Mazar and Zhong 2010; cf. Monin and Miller 2001; Sachdeva, Iliev, and Medin
2009), most empirical research has shown that political consumers are also active in other forms of
political engagement (Baumann, Engman, and Johnston 2015; Stolle et al. 2005; Willis and Schor
2012). Up until now, however, this has only been shown for fairly general measures of political en-
gagement. Few studies have focused on more specific measures of political consumption and their re-
lationship to corresponding forms of political participation. The results of these studies are rather
mixed (Willis and Schor 2012).

Our contribution to this debate, therefore, focuses on one specific form of political consumption
and participation: activism for the Global South. The term “Global South” refers to poor and disad-
vantaged countries in the southern hemisphere. It is not merely a geographical but primarily a socio-
political category (Omeje 2008). Activism for the Global South therefore implies political action with
the goal of changing social circumstances in these countries and of altering exchange relations be-
tween the Global South and Global North (for research on Global South activism cf. Bair and
Palpacuer 2012; Summers 2016).

This is of course related to fair trade consumption (Andorfer and Liebe 2012). Fair trade seeks
greater equity in international trade in order to improve the livelihoods of farmers and workers in the
Global South (Max Havelaar 2012). It involves labeling organizations that certify products, alternative

How Political is Political Consumption? � 267



trade organizations (ATO) that maintain direct trading relationships with producers, and campaign-
ing organizations that advocate fair trade in national and international forums (Wilkinson 2007).
However, in our study we employ a narrow definition of political consumption that only involves the
first two components of fair trade, namely the purchase of certified fair trade products or products
imported by fair trade organizations.

Prior research on fair trade investigated the organization of the global commodity chain for fair
trade products (cf. Jaffee 2012; Raynolds 2002), the impacts of fair trade in producing countries (cf.
Le Mare 2008), and the demand for these products (cf. Andorfer and Liebe 2012). In contrast to
these studies, we investigate the relationship between the consumption of fair trade products as one
prominent type of buycotting and other forms of political engagement for the Global South.

Focusing on a specific issue is crucial because prior empirical research established that different
types of political consumption are related to different explanatory variables. A prime example con-
cerns fair trade and organic consumption. While the former is foremost dependent on the educational
background of the consumer, the latter is more strongly influenced by income (Mahé 2010).
Additionally, attitudes concerning fair trade are only moderately correlated with ecological concerns
(Balderjahn, Peyer, and Paulssen 2013). Therefore, the mechanisms, which connect different forms
of political engagement (and thus possibly generate a crowding out), may be sensitive to the particu-
lar issue at hand. Furthermore, we include motivational determinants such as attitudes and values, be-
sides structural variables, and are thus able to arrive at a more fine-grained picture of the
differences between the separate forms of political engagement. Finally, we study survey data from
Switzerland, where fair trade consumption is widespread in the general population (Mahé 2010;
Max Havelaar 2012).

Our results show that fair trade consumption is quite weakly correlated to other forms of political
engagement for Global South issues. Moreover, the determinants for fair trade consumption seem to
differ from the motivations and structural underpinnings of other forms of activism for the Global
South. In general, our results move beyond the crowding-out thesis and establish a more differenti-
ated image of political engagement for the Global South and the varying determinants of its different
manifestations.

P O L I T I C A L C O N S U M P T I O N : T H E O R Y A N D C O N T R O V E R S Y

What is Political About Political Consumption?
As an instrument for social and economic change, political consumption represents an increasingly
important form of political engagement (Dalton 2008). For example, the share of people in
European countries who boycotted certain products was around five times as large in the early 2000s
as it was 30 years before (Koos 2012; Stolle et al. 2005). In the same vein, the sales of fair trade
products in Switzerland increased by a factor of four in ten years starting in the 2000s (Max Havelaar
2002, 2012).

In contrast to other forms of political participation like voting, contacting a politician, being in a
political party, or participating in strikes, political consumption represents an individualized form of
political participation outside of the formal institutions of the political system and has therefore been
characterized as “subpolitics” by Ulrich Beck (1997) or as “individualized collective action” by
Michele Micheletti (2010). The notions of individualized collective action or subpolitics stress the in-
dividual and non-institutionalized nature of political consumption. Yet, this view has not gone uncon-
tested. A key objection is based on the fact that consumer power can only become effective if a large
enough group of people buycott or boycott a certain product. For this reason, collective actors that
mobilize consumers and furnish a collective identity play an important role in this process (Balsiger
2010). The extent to which consumers see themselves as part of a larger movement is likely to vary
within the field. While a collective identity is highly salient for people who are deeply involved with
fair trade (vendors, activists, etc.), the general fair trade consumer might not see himself as a member
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of a movement but rather as a critical consumer who contributes to a good cause (Brown 2009).
Still, the campaigning activities of social movements are crucial for all consumer types, since they
imbue the purchase of fair trade products with political and moral meaning and thereby establish the
opportunities for political consumption (Balsiger 2012; Barnett et al. 2005). This objection implies,
firstly, that effective political consumption depends on collective action and is therefore not com-
pletely different from other forms of political action, such as strikes, demonstrations, and violent con-
frontations. Secondly, political consumption is embedded within larger social movements that
struggle for political influence.

On the macro-level, then, political consumption represents a strategy to attain political objectives,
employed and sustained by social movements. Political consumption, however, is usually only one
form of political activism in a social movement field. According to Philip Balsiger (2012), the strat-
egies of the different social movement organizations are interdependent. Although they can be com-
plementary, they may also be in conflict with one another. This suggests that the pursuit of one
political strategy may alter the conditions and therefore generate or eliminate incentives for actors to
participate in another form of political action. Are actors, for example, still motivated to take part in
more radical action, such as demonstrations or blockades, if they can otherwise engage in a more pas-
sive and individualized form of political activism, such as political consumption?

With regard to this issue, two different positions have emerged in the debate. On the one hand,
there is the view that political consumption undermines an actor’s propensity to engage in more chal-
lenging forms of activism. This proposition has been termed the crowding-out thesis. In the context
of this article, we define a “crowding out” as the displacement of a certain form of political participa-
tion as a consequence of political consumption (cf. Willis and Schor 2012). Such a displacement may
be due to limited resources for political activism. Issue-specific, market-based forms of engagement
are rather easy and can drain the political resource budget, which, in turn, may hinder any further in-
volvement in other forms of engagement (Bennett 1998; Johnston and Szabo 2011). Furthermore,
research on “moral licensing” suggests that people who consume politically might feel they have ful-
filled their moral obligation and thus refrain from other political activities for the Global South
(Mazar and Zong 2010; Monin and Miller 2001; Sachdeva et al. 2009). Hence, a restricted time
budget or a moral licensing effect might produce a crowding out: people who consume politically ab-
stain from other, more challenging forms of political engagement. This would manifest itself in nega-
tive correlations between political consumption and other forms of Global South activism.

On the other hand, some scholars have argued that political consumption and political participa-
tion can be mutually reinforcing and thus create a lifestyle of conscious consumption and activism
(Willis and Schor 2012). Different forms of Global South activism might form a coherent lifestyle in-
sofar as they are based on the same determinants. Firstly, resources that are necessary for the pursuit
of a certain form of Global South activism may also facilitate engagement in other forms of political
participation (Lorenzen 2012). Economic capital (money), cultural capital (education, knowledge),
or social capital (organizational membership) might be of importance here (cf. Verba, Schlozman,
and Brady 1995). Furthermore, specific forms of activism lead to the acquisition of resources—such
as skills—which can contribute to stronger engagement in other forms of activism. Secondly, basic
beliefs such as values or political worldview can motivate consistent behavior across different situa-
tions (Schwartz 2007).

However, it does not follow from the argument that such a lifestyle will be entirely coherent.
People might willfully ignore the ethical consequences of their decisions in certain situations despite
having a strong value commitment (Ehrich and Irwin 2005); particular events such as personal travel
experiences might be necessary to articulate political preferences for Global South activism (Brown
2009) or their lifestyle might have a “provisional coherence” if there is an ongoing process of lifestyle
change (Lorenzen 2012). Nevertheless, and contrary to the crowding-out thesis, this argument
implies that different forms of political activism tend to be positively correlated and that any
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fragmentation of a lifestyle of conscious consumption will partly be a function of the determinants of
the different forms of political participation.

Empirical research has tended not to support the crowding-out thesis, in spite of some experimen-
tal evidence supporting the idea of a moral licensing effect (Mazar and Zong 2010). Either the rela-
tionship of political consumption with other forms of political participation was found to be non-
existent (Stolle et al. 2005) or a positive relationship between them was established (Baumann et al.
2015; Willis and Schor 2012). However, most studies have focused on fairly general measures of pol-
itical consumerism and participation. In the analysis by Margaret Willis and Juliet Schor (2012),
more specific measures of political consumption in particular areas (e.g., energy, transportation,
water) were used. Here, the results were mixed. Certain forms of political consumerism correlated
positively with other forms of political activism, others did not. This indicates a need for further re-
search on specific forms of political consumption and its relationship to other specific forms of polit-
ical activism.

In brief, in order to further clarify the status of political consumption, we need to assess whether
this form of political engagement correlates positively or negatively (crowding out) with other and es-
pecially more challenging forms of political activism. A reason for the lack of conclusive evidence for
or against the crowding out thesis might be that the thesis has mostly been investigated for general
measures of political consumption (Baumann et al. 2015). The relationship between specific forms of
political action remains unclear (cf. Willis and Schor 2012). Before turning to the empirical investiga-
tion of this question in relation to the issue of Global South activism, we want to discuss the determi-
nants that may foster or inhibit participation in different forms of political engagement.

Explaining Participation in Different Forms of Political Activism
In the political sciences as well as in political sociology, an important line of research concerns the
socioeconomic stratification in the use of political means, often referred to as a “participation gap”
(Acik 2013). One prominent approach used to explain these differences is the model of voluntary
political participation, which places a special emphasis on the resources that enable people to partici-
pate politically (Verba et al. 1995). In particular, money and civic skills are of crucial importance. The
latter consist of organizational abilities as well as the capacity for successful communication. These
skills are primarily transferred via social institutions outside the political system, especially the family,
schools, the workplace, and religious institutions (Verba et al. 1995). Thus the model of voluntary
political participation implies that income as well as formal education can be expected to have a posi-
tive effect on different forms of political participation.

However, empirical research has revealed a participation gap not only in terms of income and edu-
cation, but also in terms of gender, age, and nationality (Acik 2013). When it comes to political par-
ticipation in general, women are theorized to have less access to the resources described above, and
to be less politically engaged (interest, sense of efficacy, etc.), due to a gender-specific socialization
(Coffé and Bolzendahl 2010). Empirically, several studies have found that women participate less in
institutionalized forms of politics (such as voting, being in a political party, etc.) and in demonstra-
tions, while the reverse is true for buycotting and signing petitions (Coffé and Bolzendahl 2010).
Scholars suggest that the higher rate of political consumption among women may be because the role
of women in Western societies entails responsibility for the shopping (cf. DeVault 1991) or because
women are socialized to be more caring, empathic, and prosocial (Bierhoff 2002). Gender norms for
women, therefore, not only bring about better opportunities for political consumption but also foster
motivations that encourage political consumption. When it comes to age, there is still disagreement
about whether life cycle or cohort effects explain differences in political participation between age
groups. Based on empirical evidence, however, the majority of studies conclude that younger or
middle-aged individuals participate more often in forms of political activity outside of the formal
channels of the political system than older citizens (Acik 2013; Micheletti and Stolle 2005).
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In our study, we are able to move beyond an explanation based on the sociodemographic covari-
ates discussed so far, by including an array of motivational determinants. Firstly, we consider two
kinds of attitudes (Ajzen and Cote 2008). We hypothesize that a left-wing political orientation will
lead to a skeptical evaluation of the problems in the Global South and thus a higher propensity for
Global South activism. In addition, following the concept of environmental consciousness, we devel-
oped a measure that reflects the attitude of the individual towards the exploitation of farmers and
workers in countries of the Global South (Preisendörfer and Franzen 1996). We assume that individ-
uals with a pronounced “Global South consciousness” participate more often (Sunderer and Rössel
2012).

Secondly, we theorize that accepting responsibility for the exploitation and poverty of people in
the Global South predisposes individuals to participate politically. Ascription of responsibility is one
of the central determinants in Shalom Schwartz’s (1977) norm activation model, which has been suc-
cessfully applied to pro-environmental behavior—a subject closely related to political consumption
and other forms of activism (cf. Blamey 1998; Stern et al. 1999). The belief that one bears responsi-
bility for the poverty of the people in the Global South represents a strong motivation for Global
South activism besides the aforementioned attitudes.

Thirdly, we refer to the value orientation of the individual in order to explain political participa-
tion. In contrast to attitudes and ascription of responsibility, which target the specific issues of ex-
ploitation and poverty in the Global South, values are beliefs that transcend specific situations,
guiding the selection and evaluation of behavior (Schwartz 2007). Schwartz (2007) distinguishes be-
tween ten different value types. In this study, however, we restrict the analysis to three value types
that have been deemed especially important for the explanation of political consumption: universal-
ism, benevolence, and self-direction (Doran 2009; Ma and Lee 2011). The first two value types be-
long to the higher-order dimension “self-transcendence,” and express a prosocial orientation
(Schwartz 2007). “Benevolence” reflects the concern for the welfare of close others in everyday inter-
action. “Universalism” describes the motivation to understand and protect the welfare of all humans
and the environment. The third value type is “self-direction,” which implies the goals of independent
thought and action. In line with prior research (Doran 2009; Ma and Lee 2011), we expect that all
three value types will yield a positive influence on political activism.

Finally, we want to assess whether religiosity has an impact on political participation. Here, how-
ever, the exact nature of the theoretical mechanism remains unclear. On the one hand, in line with
the civic voluntarism model outlined above, participation in a religious institution fosters civic skills
and could therefore strengthen political participation (Verba et al. 1995). This is highly plausible in
this case, since the movement for Global South activism has strong links to church organizations, and
religiosity might therefore foster participation in this movement. On the other hand, religiosity can
be associated with strong ties to the social in-group, and might therefore inhibit prosocial behavior to-
wards distant others, i.e., people in the Global South (Preston, Ritter, and Hernandez 2010).
Consequently, we simply hypothesize that religiosity has an effect on political engagement, without
specifying the direction of the relationship.

R E S E A R C H Q U E S T I O N S A N D S T R A T E G Y
Previous research has revealed that political consumption does not crowd out other forms of political
activism. However, there is a lack of evidence on more specific forms of political consumption and
political engagement. Therefore, unlike previous studies, where the items used to measure political
consumption are formulated in very broad and abstract terms (e.g., “Have you ever bought products
for ethical, political, or environmental reasons?”), the political activities we are looking at are all tar-
geted at the same concrete issue: support for people in the Global South. We are therefore able to
study the crowding-out thesis with a much more specific focus than usual.
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We employ two different statistical approaches in order to assess whether and in what way polit-
ical consumption relates to other forms of political participation. Firstly, we want to examine the
intercorrelations of political consumption (buycotting and boycotting) with other forms of political
participation. Do the different activities form one coherent lifestyle? If this were the case, we should
receive a one-factorial solution in a principal component analysis (PCA) with all measures of
Global South activism. Although this method allows us to assess the dimensionality of political par-
ticipation, it involves a major shortcoming. The principle component analysis yields the correla-
tions of the different forms of participation with the latent factor (the factor scores), but it does
not indicate which practices are pursued more often in combination with other practices, e.g., buy-
cotting more often with boycotting than with demonstrations. We therefore also perform a mul-
tiple correspondence analysis (MCA). Basically, MCA is a statistical method that transforms a
contingency table into a low-dimensional, geometrical space (Le Roux and Rouanet 2010). It yields
a graphical representation of the distribution of certain categories and variables. For our applica-
tion, we chose a two-dimensional representation, which we interpret as a space of Global South ac-
tivism. Categories with a similar distribution (which are pursued by the same set of individuals) are
represented by points that are close together in this space. Points that lie far apart indicate dissimi-
lar distributions. Hence, by looking for clusters of points in the MCA we are able to attain a more
fine-grained picture about which forms of political participation are pursued by the same people
and which are not.

Secondly, our approach rests on a comparison of the sociodemographic and motivational determi-
nants for the different forms of political participation. As explained above, the idea that political con-
sumption is part of a broader lifestyle of political participation implies that individuals with the same
sociodemographics and motivations will participate in the same forms of political activism. This, how-
ever, should become visible in similar determinants of the various forms of activism. If different forms
of political participation differ in their social and motivational determinants, this indicates significant
differences between its carrier groups.

Since our dependent variables are measured on a three-point ordinal scale, we computed a series
of ordered logit models in order to compare the determinants for the different forms of political par-
ticipation. To compare the statistical effects we use two techniques (Mood 2010): Firstly, we stand-
ardize the raw b-coefficients by dividing them by the estimated standard deviation of the latent
dependent variable (y*).1 Thus, the y*-standardized b-coefficients depict the change in standard devi-
ations in the latent continuous variable y* for a unit change in the independent variable. Secondly, to
supplement this analysis we use the average marginal effects (AME) for a comparison of the determi-
nants. To simplify the task, however, we will only consider the AME for the third category of the de-
pendent ordinal variables (“yes, several times/regularly”). Plotting the AME and the 95 percent
confidence interval for a single determinant against the different forms of political participation offers
us a convenient way to assess similarities and differences of the correlations between the explanatory
and the dependent variables.

Data and Measurement
For the empirical analysis we use data from a standardized mail survey carried out in Zurich,
Switzerland, in 2011. The population comprises people who are over 18 years of age and reside in
Zurich. The sampling procedure consists of a stratified random sample. We contacted 5,000 inhabi-
tants with Swiss citizenship and 1,000 inhabitants with German citizenship, chosen randomly from
the register of permanent residents.2 After eliminating questionnaires with a large number of incon-
sistent responses and taking neutral sampling failures into consideration, the adjusted response rate

1 Due to the problem of unobserved heterogeneity, we cannot compare the raw b-coefficients across the models (Mood 2010).
2 The German subsample was chosen for comparative purposes, since we also conducted a survey in Germany. Citizenship serves

as a control variable in all models.
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of the survey is 42 percent.3 In contrast to other studies that based their analysis on convenience sam-
ples or special populations (cf. Stolle et al. 2005), this procedure enables us to analyze the general
urban population, and not only people who engage in political consumption. Switzerland is an espe-
cially interesting research site for this form of participation since it exhibits a very mature and partially
saturated market for ethical products (Mahé 2010). In 2011, it was among the leading countries in
the consumption of fair trade products per capita with 33 Euros, compared to Ireland with 35 Euros
or the UK with 24 Euros (FLO 2012). Furthermore, the market share for certified bananas was very
extensive with 55.3 percent and the market share for certified coffee, although smaller, was still con-
siderable for fair trade with 5.3 percent (Max Havelaar 2012).

Dependent Variables
We use six different forms of political participation as dependent variables. These include: buycott,
boycott, signing a petition, participation in a demonstration, donating money, and participation in voluntary
organizations. Except for the buycott variable, we asked respondents directly whether they had ever
used one of these activities to help people in the Global South. Participants could give an answer on
a scale from one to three with: (1) “Never,” (2) “Yes, once,” and (3) “Yes, several times/regularly.”
We computed the buycott variable, on the other hand, from the self-reported frequency of purchasing
fair trade groceries. Fair trade products are by definition intended to support producers and employ-
ees in countries of the Global South. We recoded the original scale, consisting of seven categories,
into three categories that are similar in meaning to the other items of political participation.4

Independent Variables
In terms of the structural position of individuals, we refer to the gender, nationality, age, income, and educa-
tion of the participant. Gender is a binary variable, with women coded as 1 and men coded as 0.
Nationality is also a binary variable: 1 represents German and 0 Swiss living in Zurich. We use age as a
metric variable. For income, we calculated the equivalent household income, which weights the total
monthly income of a household by its size and the age of its members. Education reflects the highest level
of education achieved and is measured by three different levels: “higher education” comprises participants
with a university degree or other form of higher education, “intermediate education” consists of school-
leaving qualifications giving access to higher education (the “Matura” in Switzerland), and “lower educa-
tion” covers respondents who have completed the compulsory minimum level of education.

To measure religiosity, we asked participants how often they generally attended religious services.
This is an especially useful operationalization since it captures the strength of the respondent’s inte-
gration into the church community, which is often a supporter of activism for the Global South and a
place to learn civic skills (cf. Verba et al. 1995). We computed a variable with three values: “never,”
“rarely to several times a year,” and “more than once a month.”

We rely on two attitudinal constructs to explain activism for the Global South. Firstly, the political
orientation of the participant was measured on a ten-point scale, with low values indicating a left-
wing and high values a right-wing orientation. We trichotomized the variable for the analysis,

3 The elimination of questionnaires was part of the data cleaning procedure, in which we primarily checked for inconsistencies be-
tween items that belonged to the same attitudinal measure (cf. Mitchell 2010). Once inconsistencies were identified, we exam-
ined the questionnaire globally and made a decision as a research team whether or not to include it in further analysis. It is
important to stress that this procedure did not apply to the measurements of political participation. Thus, the data cleaning pro-
cedure did not affect the extent to which the forms of political participation are consistent, i.e., whether the data points to a
crowding out or a coherent lifestyle. In any case, our results are robust to the elimination of these questionnaires. Furthermore,
compared to other surveys of the general population we achieved a rather high response rate. On the one hand, this is due to the
survey design, which followed the Tailored Design Method (Dillman 2000). We sent two reminders to participants who did not
respond to our first letters. On the other hand, we framed the survey as a general opinion poll about food choices and politics,
which is a topic of general interest in Switzerland.

4 The original categories are: (1) “never,” (2) “once a year or less,” (3) “several times a year,” (4) “once a month,” (5) “two or
three times a month,” (6) “once a week,” and (7) “more than once a week.”
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resulting in the categories “left,” “center,” and “right.” Secondly, we developed a measure entitled
“Global South consciousness,” consisting of a four-item additive index. Each item has a range from 1
to 5, with the lowest value indicating total disagreement with the statement and the highest total
agreement. The measure reflects the respondent’s attitude towards the exploitation of famers and
workers in the Global South. A sample item is: “I am willing to do something against the exploitation
of farmers and workers in the Third World countries.” The reliability of the index is very good, with
a Cronbach’s alpha of .79.

Apart from the influence of attitudes, we wanted to test whether the perception of who has re-
sponsibility for the exploitation and poverty of people in the Global South affects the propensity to
participate politically (Blamey 1998; Schwartz 1977). Based on an exploratory factor analysis we
computed three different subscales: (1) The responsibility lies with the people in Switzerland, i.e.,
the consumers, (2) institutions are responsible, namely the government, governmental organizations
and the business world, and (3) the producers in the Global South themselves are responsible. The
reliabilities of the scales range from a Cronbach’s alpha of .79 to .82.

Finally, we measured the value orientation of the participant with the 21-item version of the
portrait value questionnaire developed by Schwartz (2007). For reasons of space, we restricted the
survey to three value types (Doran 2009; Ma and Lee 2011): universalism, benevolence and self-
direction.5 Cronbach’s alpha for “universalism” is .58, for “benevolence,” .57, and for “self-direction,”
.42. These coefficients are moderate but of similar magnitude to those in other studies using the por-
trait value questionnaire (Schwartz 2007:181).

Empirical Results
The research questions in our contribution are twofold. Firstly, we want to know whether our data
supports the crowding-out thesis: are the different forms of Global South activism—in line with the
crowding-out thesis—negatively interrelated or are they pursued in conjunction, as the idea of a co-
herent lifestyle suggests? Our second question is directed at the social and motivational determinants
of the different forms of Global South activism: do they have the same structural and motivational
underpinnings or can we observe differences between these forms of political participation? The an-
swer to the second question is also related to the first, insofar as it enables us to interpret the inter-
correlations between different forms of engagement in a meaningful way, based on their differing or
shared determinants.

We studied the first question by conducting a principal component analysis (PCA) and a multiple
correspondence analysis (MCA) of the six measures of Global South activism. With regard to the
PCA, the results in Table 1 show that all items load on one dimension. The results thus indicate one
single scale of activism for the Global South, of which political consumption in the form of boycott
and buycott are two parts. However, there are two reservations to this conclusion. Firstly, overall
explained variance is rather low, which suggests that the six forms of participation do not form a co-
herent lifestyle of Global South activism. Secondly, two factor loadings stand out as particularly low:
on the one hand the factor loading for buycott (buying fair trade products), and on the other hand
the factor loading for donations. In Switzerland these are both fairly common activities. The share of
the population involved is therefore much higher than for other forms of activism for the Global
South, and only a subgroup combines these two activities with more challenging forms of political
participation.

These conclusions are confirmed by the MCA (see Figure 1). First of all, the majority of the vari-
ance is captured by the first dimension, indicating that the different forms of political engagement are
related. Secondly, we can infer from the relative position of the categories that buycotting and dona-
tions are fairly undifferentiated forms (i.e., participated in by the majority of the respondents), as

5 We controlled for individual response tendencies by centering each participant’s responses on his or her own mean (Schwartz
2007).
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they are situated close to the origin of the biplot, while regularly joining a voluntary organization
and—especially—participating in a demonstration stand out in the geometrical space. The proximate
positions of buycotting and donating regularly on the one hand, and never demonstrating or partici-
pating in voluntary organizations on the other, reflect the fact that even respondents who never dem-
onstrate or join voluntary organizations still buy fair trade products and donate money on a regular
basis.

Taken together, these results do not support the crowding-out thesis: political consumption and
other more challenging forms of political participation do not seem to hinder each other. However,

Figure 1. Multiple Correspondence Analysis of Different Forms of Political Participation (standard normalization)

Notes: N ¼ 1,811; 0 ¼ never;þ¼ yes, once;þþ ¼ yes, several times/regularly.

Table 1. Principal Component Analysis of Different Forms of Political Participation
(varimax rotation)

Factor Loads

Buycott .27
Boycott .50
Petition .69
Demonstration .53
Donation .38
Organizations .44
Eigenvalue factor 2.13
Explained variance (%) 23.60
KMO .72
Cronbach’s alpha .63

N¼ 1,811
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the results also indicate a certain segmentation of the six forms of Global South activism and, interest-
ingly, the placing in different segments of the two types of political consumption: in one segment we
find the more mainstream forms of buycotting and donating, and in the other, we see the more
demanding forms such as boycotting, signing a petition, joining a voluntary association, and demon-
strating. These can be characterized as more demanding because they are either dependent on spe-
cific knowledge (i.e., cultural capital) in the case of boycotting or the opportunities for these forms of
political participation are rarer, such as in the case of signing a petition, joining a voluntary association
and demonstrating. For example, while fair trade products are abundant and clearly labeled in Swiss
supermarkets (approximately 1,600 products were available in the year 2011; Max Havelaar 2012) to
boycott products one needs to obtain information about good or bad practices of firms from particu-
lar sources (cf. Balsiger 2010). The boycott of Nestlé products, for instance, which took place around
the time of the survey and after the firm’s practice of privatizing water rights received public atten-
tion, presupposes a lot of knowledge on the part of the consumer about the company’s products and
structure (cf. Ulrich 2013). Likewise, while it is common practice to receive appeals for donations by
mail in Switzerland (for example from “terre des hommes,” a children’s charity), opportunities for
signing a petition are rather rare since in Switzerland signatures are mostly collected by activists on
the street (cf. Schulthess 2015).

Still, a closer look at the MCA (see Figure 1) reveals that even among the more demanding forms
there is a certain separation between boycotting and signing a petition on the one hand and demon-
strating and joining a voluntary association on the other. This strengthens our interpretation: the
more demanding a certain form of Global South activism, the lower the likelihood that it is combined
with other activities. For example, members of the anti-globalization movement attac-bern—a volun-
tary association—are expected to be present at special events, to campaign and mobilize actively, or
to participate in protests against the World Economic Forum in Davos (Switzerland) (attac-bern
n.d.). This radical form of political activism is clearly more demanding than political consumption
and signing a petition

Based on these findings, we may conclude that there is only a subgroup of consumers in our sam-
ple for whom political consumption constitutes part of a lifestyle of active engagement. Political con-
sumption in the form of buycott does not seem to be very different from donations, a very traditional
form of participation. Most consumers, with the exception of the very engaged subgroup, seem to
“willfully ignore” more demanding possibilities for political engagement with Global South issues,
which results in a rather fragmented lifestyle with only limited coherence (Brown 2009; Ehrich and
Irwin 2005; Lorenzen 2012).

To address our second question, we analyzed the determinants of all six forms of activism for the
Global South. The empirical results of the ordered logit regressions are presented in Tables 2 and 3.
Our first step is to look at the model containing only the structural determinants (e.g., sociodemo-
graphic background) (see Table 2). It can be seen that being a woman is significantly correlated with
five out of six forms of political engagement, namely buycotting, boycotting, signing a petition, dona-
tions, and joining a voluntary organization (in line with other results for boycotting; Stolle et al.
2005; Willis and Schor 2012). Interestingly, our results for Global South activism are in contrast with
the traditional gender gap in political activity (i.e., voting or party membership, among others), where
men usually show higher levels of participation (Acik 2013). A separate analysis (not shown here)
reveals that the division of labor in the household (e.g., who does the shopping) is not a significant
explanation for the higher propensity for political consumption among women. When we include this
variable in the models for buy- and boycotting, the gender-coefficient only drops marginally. In terms
of age, the effects are non-uniform: While younger people sign petitions and demonstrate more often,
the reverse is true for donations. The respondent’s age does not affect the remaining forms of partici-
pation. Looking at income, we do observe a separation between activities that require monetary
resources, such as buycotting and donations, and those that do not, with the former being positively
related to income. In line with previous research, boycotting is not dependent on income, while the
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remaining forms are actually negatively affected, suggesting that these are pursued by people who
lack the necessary resources for buycotting and donations (Yates 2011). This finding, then, is consist-
ent with the argument that a fragmentation of a lifestyle of conscious consumption can occur because
the different forms of political participation require different resources (cf. Lorenzen 2012). Turning
to education (i.e., cultural capital), we find very consistent results, since it yields a positive effect on
all forms of engagement. Finally, looking at nationality, we find that Germans living in Switzerland
participate less. This is true for all activities except membership in voluntary organizations. According
to Michael Nollert and Christian Huser (2009), the lower rate of political participation among for-
eigners is due to differences in the provision of resources, especially time and social capital. However,
in the case of Germans living in Switzerland, motivations may also play an important role since atti-
tudes in favor of Global South activism are generally lower in the German population (Schenk,
Sunderer, and Rössel 2016). Taken together, these results indicate that education, nationality, and
gender affect most (if not all) forms of political participation in a similar way, while we find different
profiles for age and especially for income. However, as can be seen from the low values of the pseudo
R-squared, engagement in different forms of political participation is only weakly dependent on socio-
demographic background. Therefore, we now proceed to the models, that also include the motiv-
ational determinants (see Table 3).

Most of the effects of gender, age, and especially education disappear or diminish once we control
for motivational variables such as attitudes and values, suggesting that the effects of the former are
mediated by the motivational factors. For gender in particular we observe a substantial reduction of
the effect size, suggesting that norms of prosociality and caring (reflected by ascription of responsibil-
ity, values, Global South consciousness, political orientation) are a primary reason for the higher

Table 2. Ordered Logit Models for Different Forms of Political Participation with Structural
Variables as Independent Variables

Buycott Boycott Petition Demonstration Donation Organizations

Female .494*** .165*** .162*** .016 .108* .205***
(5.62) (3.37) (3.31) (.22) (2.14) (3.67)

Age �.003 �.001 �.004* �.005* .010*** .003
(�.96) (�.40) (�2.36) (�2.21) (6.29) (1.52)

Income (in 1,000 CHF) .040* �.015 �.023* �.044** .050*** �.035**
(2.15) (�1.50) (�2.27) (�2.84) (4.60) (�2.98)

Education higha .258* .328*** .246*** .352*** .284*** .276***
2.22 (4.89) (3.68) (3.48) (4.10) (3.63)

Education mediuma .207† .264*** .164* .300** .132* .206**
(1.89) (4.09) (2.56) 3.06 (2.02) (2.80)

Nationality �.218† �.145* �.038*** �.306** �.278*** �.100
(�1.91) (�2.16) (�5.49) (�2.91) (�4.14) (�1.30)

Cut 1 �2.311*** �.186 �.324 1.222*** .228 1.158***
(�6.39) (�.92) (�1.60) (4.03) (1.06) (4.98)

Cut 2 �1.423*** .54** .646** 1.989*** 1.308*** 1.869***
(�4.04) (2.68) (3.19) (6.45) (6.07) (7.94)

Chi2 47.4 40.3 57.7 33.7 100.9 32.3
Pseudo-R2 .05 .03 .04 .03 .06 .02
N 1,811 1,811 1,811 1,811 1,811 1,811

Note: Standardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses.
aReference category: education low.
†p <.1 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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Table 3. Ordered Logit Models for Different Forms of Political Participation with Structural
and Motivational Variables as Independent Variables

Buycott Boycott Petition Demonstration Donation Organizations

Female .299*** .040 .027 �.084 �.009 .112*
(3.52) (.84) (.57) (�1.25) (�.18) (1.99)

Age (in decades) �.004 .012 �.005 �.003 .010*** .002
(�.17) (.82) (�.36) (�.13) (6.17) (1.22)

Income (in 1,000 CHF) .039* �.010 �.019† �.030* .050*** �.029*
(2.21) (�1.08) (�1.95) (�2.18) (4.66) (�2.54)

Higher educationa .063 .083 .007 .062 .174* .146†

(.55) (1.30) (.11) (.68) (2.49) (1.94)
Intermediate educationa .085 .084 �.011 .087 .076 .140†

(.80) (1.39) (�.18) (.98) (1.16) (1.93)
Nationality �.228* �.136* �.383*** �.262** �.278*** �.111

(�2.10) (�2.14) (�5.96) (�2.77) (�4.21) (�1.48)
Leftist political orientationb .370*** .216** .368*** .620*** �.043 .093

(3.30) (3.15) (5.17) (4.16) (�.57) (1.10)
Centrist political orientationb .107 .012 .156* .275† �.048 �.016

(1.09) (.17) (2.13) (1.72) (�.64) (�.19)
Religiosity highc .026 .048 .024 �.351* .387*** .718***

(.18) (.55) (.28) (�2.19) (3.74) (7.46)
Religiosity mediumc .011 �.028 �.041 �.126† .040 .163**

(.13) (�.56) (�.83) (�1.85) (.77) (2.77)
Global South consciousness .296*** .242*** .204*** .118* .233*** .199***

(4.94) (6.51) (5.36) (2.05) (5.87) (4.30)
Responsibility consumer .182*** .179*** .121*** .108* .077* .029

(3.78) (6.33) (4.24) (2.55) (2.49) (.85)
Responsibility institutions �.027 .121*** .132*** .097† .098** .096*

(�.50) (3.45) (3.69) (1.78) (2.69) (2.27)
Responsibility worker .017 .019 .035 .032 �.007 .056†

(.40) (.73) (1.38) (.88) (�.24) (1.91)
Universalism .140 .304*** .339*** .349*** .159** .196**

(1.52) (5.61) (6.22) (4.56) (2.72) (3.09)
Benevolence .018 �.012 .182*** .197** .135** .201***

(.24) (�.27) (4.15) (3.18) (2.88) (3.89)
Self-direction .031 .172*** .192*** .248*** .041 .167***

(.54) (5.09) (5.68) (5.07) (1.13) (4.27)
Cut 1 1.357 4.412*** 4.185*** 5.538*** 3.287*** 4.426***

(1.86) (9.67) (9.24) (7.53) (7.38) (8.70)
Cut 2 2.321** 5.301*** 5.339*** 6.380*** 4.454*** 5.196***

(3.19) (11.49) (11.62) (8.62) (9.87) (10.13)
Chi2 192.1 465.4 437.9 228.7 267.9 193.5
Pseudo-R2 .19 .26 .26 .18 .16 .13
N 1,811 1,811 1,811 1,811 1,811 1,811

Note: Standardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses.
aReference category: lower education.
bReference category: right-wing political orientation.
cReference category: religiosity low.
†p <.1 *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001 (two-tailed tests).
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propensity to consume politically among women. However, in contrast to these variables, the effects
of income and nationality are surprisingly robust, as they remain largely unchanged (in terms of dir-
ection and level of significance). Furthermore, when we compare the AME for income and age be-
tween the different models (see Figure 2), it is striking that these determinants are much more
important for donations than for any other form of participation.

Turning to the motivational determinants, we find that political orientation is statistically signifi-
cant in four cases. Politically left-wing individuals participate more in buycotts, boycotts, petitions,
and demonstrations. However, they are not more likely to give donations or participate in voluntary
organizations. We see more or less a mirror image when we look at religiosity. High religiosity has a
statistically significant positive impact on donations and on participation in voluntary organizations.
This is a plausible result, given that money donated in churches often goes to causes for the Global
South, and many voluntary organizations in the sector of development aid in Switzerland have links
to churches. A prominent Swiss example in this regard is “Fastenopfer,” a Catholic relief organization
that primarily helps poor people in the Global South with donations from its members (Fuchs and
Padr~ao 2012). Interestingly, however, religious individuals tend to abstain from the most confronta-
tional form of political participation included, i.e., demonstrations. This difference between politically
and religiously driven activities becomes even more apparent when we look at the AME plots in
Figure 2. While the confidence intervals for a left-wing political orientation cut across the zero base-
line in the case of donations and organizations (in contrast to the remaining forms of participation),

Figure 2. Plots of Average Marginal Effects (AME) with 95% Confidence Intervals for the Highest Category
(yes, several times/regularly)

Notes: Based on the ordered logit models (see Table 3), with different forms of political participation as de-
pendent variables, grouped by determinants. All independent variables were included for the computation but
only selected determinants are presented here. N ¼ 1,811.
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the reverse is true for higher levels of religiosity. We thus have to conclude, in relation to the civic
voluntarism model, that participation in churches only fosters certain forms of political engagement
for the Global South. However, religiosity does not deter individuals from helping distant others, i.e.,
people in the Global South. In terms of political orientation, we can speculate that a leftist orientation
not only entails a skeptical assessment of the North-South divide but also reflects a progressive view
that places emphasis on newness and independent thought. These characteristics would be more in
line with forms of political engagement that directly target social change (buycotts, boycotts, peti-
tions, demonstrations) (Datler, Jagodzinski, and Schmidt 2013).

Finally, we look at the remaining attitudinal and value-related motivations underlying Global
South activism. Global South consciousness is a fairly clear-cut case, as it has a significantly positive
impact on all forms of political activism. However, as can be seen in Figure 2, Global South con-
sciousness is less important for demonstrations, and also to a certain extent for buycotting and join-
ing voluntary organizations, than it is for boycotting and donations. Furthermore, political activism
increases if responsibility for the conditions in the Global South is attributed to consumers in First
World countries or to institutions. This correlation is especially strong for boycotting (see Figure 2).
The same is true for the three value orientations included in the regression, which all tend to encour-
age political activism: Universalism is relevant for all forms of participation apart from buycotting,
benevolence has a positive impact on all activities other than the two forms of political consumption,
and finally, self-direction has a positive influence on all forms except for buycotting and donations.
Turning to the AME, however, we find that the values of universalism and self-direction have a stron-
ger effect on boycotting and signing petitions than on the other forms.

To summarize these results, three major empirical patterns stand out, clearly demonstrating that
the different forms of political participation are not determined by the same sociodemographic and
motivational variables. Firstly, when we look at the structural determinants we can see that buycotting
and especially donations are the only forms that are driven by greater monetary resources. Secondly,
we find one set of items linked to religiosity (donations and participation in voluntary groups), and
another clearly demarcated set of items linked to a left-wing political orientation (buycott, boycott,
petitions, demonstrations). Finally, buycotting—in contrast to all other forms of Global South activ-
ism—is not directly driven by values. Thus our analysis of the determinants of activism for the
Global South also suggests that there is no coherent lifestyle of conscious consumption. Instead the
pattern of activism for the Global South is fragmented (cf. Brown 2009; Ehrich and Irwin 2005;
Lorenzen 2012). In line with the theoretical argument above, this fragmentation can be traced back
to the resources and motivational orientations associated with different forms of political participa-
tion. While education and the Global South consciousness in particular relate positively to all forms
of political engagement and therefore seem to facilitate a lifestyle of conscious consumption, eco-
nomic capital (income), social capital (religiosity), political orientation, and values tend to fragment
it. Different forms of participation are thus sustained by different social groups with different motiv-
ational orientations.

C O N C L U S I O N A N D D I S C U S S I O N
Political consumption is not only a major field of research, but also a social phenomenon of growing
importance, since more and more people in Western countries tend to be active in the two major
forms, buycotting and boycotting (Dalton 2008; Koos 2012; Stolle et al. 2005). However, several
scholars have pointed to possible drawbacks of political consumption, suggesting that it may have
negative effects on more active forms of political participation, and on more radical attempts at insti-
tutional transformation (Bennett 1998; Szasz 2007, 2012). Some have even interpreted it as a form
of ethical class distinction where upper-middle class consumers oscillate between ethical and aesthetic
concerns and create symbolic boundaries towards lower class consumers (Adams and Raisborough
2008; Johnston and Baumann 2010). In this article, we have focused on the so-called crowding-out
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thesis: does political consumption lead to decreasing participation in other forms of political engage-
ment, or is it, as some researchers on political consumption argue, part of a coherent lifestyle of con-
scious consumption and participation?

Our results stand between the two extremes mentioned above: They neither indicate a crowding
out of other forms of participation, nor do they show a coherent lifestyle of conscious consumption
and participation. What they show is a fragmented pattern of Global South activism. Based on the
PCA and MCA, we find that all our measures of Global South activism are part of one dimension;
however, the two more mainstream forms of activism—donating and buycotting—load rather weakly
on this factor and are fairly undifferentiated in the space of Global South activism. This indicates that
for most consumers in our sample political consumption in the form of buycott does not spill over
into more challenging forms of political activism. Only a subgroup of respondents combines political
consumption with other forms of political engagement. In general, political consumption in the form
of buycott does not differ much from donations, suggesting that they may be thought of as
complements.

The analysis of the determinants of activism for the Global South also shows a mixed pattern.
Buycotting in particular seems to be quite distinct from other forms of political participation, since
we find that it is more dependent on income than any other form except donations, however, more
driven by political considerations than donations and participation in voluntary organizations, and
not directly influenced by values. Boycotting seems to be more in line with other forms, although it is
not related to income at all and is not driven by benevolence values. Thus, our results do not support
the idea that political consumption is partially driven by distinction strategies of the middle and upper
class (Adams and Raisborough 2008; Johnston and Baumann 2010). Buycotting is connected to in-
come, but the two forms of political consumption seen together are not closely linked to indicators
of class or status (income, education), but, instead, are connected to political orientation, attitudes,
and values. Furthermore, boycott and buycott clearly differ in their alignment with other forms of
participation and in their determinants. Therefore, it is open for future discussion whether they form
a coherent pattern of political consumption.

In general, we find separated forms of participation linked to (1) the monetary resources of a
household (buycott and donation), (2) a left-wing political orientation on the one hand (buycott,
boycott, petition, demonstration) and a religious worldview on the other (donation and membership
of voluntary organizations), and finally (3) the value orientation of an individual (all except buycott).
Thus, instead of forming a coherent political lifestyle, Global South activism is fragmented into clearly
differentiated patterns. Our analysis of the determinants of political engagement has furthermore
shown that sociodemographic variables like age, gender, and education are linked to political partici-
pation mainly via attitudes and values. Therefore, future research on participation should much more
clearly disentangle between the resource-based and the attitude-based determinants of political en-
gagement. At least sociodemographic differences in our study seem to be driven mainly by attitude-
based differences.
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