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Drawing on literature related to dual attitudes (i.e., implicit and explicit), motivations for boycotting, and the consumer role, we

present a theoretical framework to account for pseudo-boycotters - consumers who commit to a boycott and then purchase the

boycotted products and brands. Preliminary results from depth interviews validate our conceptual framework. A series of experiments

has been designed to further investigate the underlying mechanisms.
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Boycotters Who Don’t Boycott:  
Attitude-Behavior Inconsistency in an Anti-Consumption Movement

Juan Wan, Ivey School of Business, UWO, Canada
Aimee Huff, Ivey School of Business, UWO, Canada

Consider the following fictional story: Walking across their university campus in Beijing, two Chinese girls, Hsing-yi and Linlin, 
encounter a group of senior students trying to gather support for a campus-wide boycott on Japanese products in protest of recent actions by a 
Japanese car company. The seniors are encouraging other students to demonstrate their commitment to the boycott by signing their names on 
a large flag. Hsing-yi and Linlin consider joining the movement, which would require them to refrain from buying Japanese products for six 
months, but also realize this would be difficult because they both believe Japanese products are high quality and very popular. Hsing-yi was 
born in a city that suffered under the Japanese invasion during World War II, and she quickly decides to participate in the boycott because of 
this historical and personal connection. Linlin, however, was originally less compelled by the senior students’ claims that Japanese products 
should be boycotted, but feels pressure to join after Hsing-yi signed the flag and after seeing the hundreds of other signatures on the flag. 
She finally commits to the boycott. Within a few weeks, however, Hsing-yi and Linlin are surprised to discover that they each have bought 
a Japanese camera.  Even though Hsing-yi had deliberated much longer over her purchase of a Japanese camera than Linlin did, they both 
made conscious decisions to break their boycott commitments. Ultimately, each girl was swayed in her purchase behavior by the high quality 
of Japanese cameras. 

This phenomenon occurs regularly in China; Chinese students frequently organize boycotts of Japanese products, and encourage oth-
ers to commit to the movement. However, it is equally common for students to purchase the boycotted Japanese brands and products. In 
this paper, we refer to consumers who do not behave consistently with their boycott commitments as pseudo-boycotters, and we seek to 
understand why they break from their boycott commitments. We develop a conceptual model of pseudo-boycotter behavior to explain why 
these consumers publically commit to anti-consumption behavior and later engage in behavior that is explicitly contradictory to their public 
commitment. We draw from literature on explicit and implicit attitudes (Wilson, Lindsey, and Schooler 2000; Gawronski and Bodenhausen 
2006) to suggest that an underlying, favorable attitude toward the boycott target can override the conscious, explicit negative attitude toward 
the boycott target in a purchase situation. We suggest that boycotters’ motivations to join the boycott can influence the salience of the explicit 
negative attitude toward the boycott target (Epley and Gilovich 1999), such that some boycotters (i.e., those motivated by social pressure) are 
not strongly influenced by their negative attitudes at the time of purchase. Other boycotters (i.e., those who were motivated to join by a desire 
for intrinsic satisfaction) experience salient, competing attitudes at the time of purchase (Kozinets and Handelman 1998), but the purchase 
context activates their consumer role (McLeod and Lively 2003), which boosts the underlying, favorable attitude toward the boycott target 
and directs purchase behavior. In the actual purchasing context, where self-interested behavior is cued, the consequences of being a boycotter 
become blurry while those of being a consumer (e.g., perceived usefulness of the products, low cost of the products) become more salient, 
which consequently triggers purchase behaviors that are congruent with the consumer role (Callero 1994; Pillutla and Chen 1999).

In the preliminary phase of data collection, we conducted semi-structured depth interviews with seven undergraduate students at a large 
Chinese university. We found that students do hold a stable and favorable implicit attitude toward Japanese products. However, when asked 
to describe their motivations for participating in boycotts, many reasons emerged, including social pressure from friends and personal desires. 
Regardless of the reasons for participation, our informants revealed explicitly negative attitudes toward Japanese companies by stating that 
Japanese companies deserve boycotts. Furthermore, many informants revealed that they did purchase Japanese product again within the 
boycott period, and they usually felt disappointed with themselves in the post-purchase period. However – and, perhaps, more interestingly – 
they did not feel the same way when purchasing, because they believed they were making the correct purchase decision. This preliminary data 
validates our conceptual framework. Based on these results, a series of experiments has been designed to further investigate the underlying 
mechanisms. Initial boycott commitment and motivations will be contrasted with subsequent behavior in a real purchasing condition. In this 
second phase of the research, we extend the context into a general boycotting situation, aiming to show that this phenomenon is not culturally 
specific and that it has broader implications for consumer behavior.

The theoretical contributions of our research are twofold. First, most traditional research focuses on the motivations of boycott partici-
pations, and the consequences of boycotts (Garrett 1987). Assuming that the attitudes and behaviors of boycotters will directly influence 
the effectiveness of boycotts, we focus on the individual boycotters – specifically, the pseudo-boycotters whose attitudes and behaviors are 
inconsistent with the boycott objectives. Second, our work dovetails with research on socially responsible consumption, where behavioral 
intention is influenced by the trade-offs between prosocial and individual outcomes – which are in opposition (Moisander 2007). Some re-
search has shown that while prosocial and consumer interests are both salient in a consumption context, consumption choices are necessarily 
individual choices, and therefore social concerns tend to play an insignificant role when decisions need to satisfy immediate, personal needs 
(Warlop, Smeesters, and VandenAbeele 2000). We extend this research by accounting for this phenomenon in an anti-consumption context. 

The model developed in this paper may be of use to two types of managers: those who manage boycotts, and those who manage the firms 
that are targeted by boycotts. Boycott organizers may find ways to reinforce the boycott objectives in ways that make the explicit, negative 
attitudes salient at the time of purchase – although we suggest that, even when salient, these explicit attitudes are overridden by the activation 
of the consumer role.Managers of the boycotted targets may find tactics to attenuate the effects of boycotts by activating the consumer role 
and the positive, implicit attitudes at the point of purchase.
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The Bidirectional Relation between Number and Location
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The number-location association refers to the fact that people spontaneously think that large numbers should be located at the top or 
on the right hand side of a display, whereas small numbers should be put at the bottom or on the left side (Wood and Fischer 2008-Dehaene, 
Bossini and Giraux 1993;Zorzi, Priftis and Umilta 2002; see Fias and Fischer 2005 for review). 

 Extant literature already provides preliminary evidence for the existence of the number-location association. For example, Dehaene, 
Bossini and Giraux(1993) presented a number at a fixation, and then asked subjects to judge whether the number was odd or even by pressing 
the assigned response key. They found that participants responded to larger numbers faster when the assigned response key was on the right 
(vs. left) hand side, and that the reverse pattern was true for small numbers. 

However, extant research usually focuses on uni-directional relation between number and location—from numerical magnitude to 
location. This paper proposes and demonstrates that there is a bidirectional relation between number and location. First, we will examine 
the impact of numerical magnitude on people’s memory about location in study 1. Secondly, we will test whether location can bias people’s 
numerical estimation in study 2. 

STUDY 1: IMPACT OF NUMERICAL MAGNITUDE ON MEMORY

ABOUT LOCATON
The number-location association will be automatically activated when numbers are presented (Dehaene, Bossini and Giraux 1993). 

Research on spatial memory has shown that when participants can not clearly recall locations, they will use other source of information to 
help them recall (Huttenlocher, Hedges, Corrigan and Crawford 2004; Huttenlocher, Hedges and Duncan 1991). Accordingly, if people can 
not clearly recall the locations of numbers, the activated number-location association may serve as an additional source of information. As a 
result, recalled location of large number may be biased rightward whereas recalled location of small number may be biased leftward. 

METHOD
Forty college students took part in this study in exchange for HK$ 20. Participants firstly watched a slide show in which each number 

was shown for one second and followed by one second blank screen. The horizontal location of those numbers varied but the vertical location 
remained the same. After all stimuli (6 small numbers<1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6>, 6 large numbers<999, 996, 997, 995, 998, 989>) were shown, partici-
pants saw each number again in the order they originally saw them, one at a time, at the center of the slide. Then, participants were asked to 
recall the location of each number by checking one of the fifteen boxes that located from left to the right on the screen.

RESULTS 
The main dependent variable we used was the difference between the recalled location and original location. For both original location 

and recalled location, small code numbers represented locations near to the left side of the slide while large code numbers represented 
locations near to the right side. Therefore, we expect that for large numbers, the difference between recalled location and original location 
would be larger than 0; for small numbers, the difference would be smaller than 0. 

The results showed a significant main effect of the category of stimulus (F(1,80)=22.72, p<.001). As expected, for large numbers, the 
difference (M=1.85) was significantly higher than zero (t(40)=5.92, p<.001); for small numbers, the difference (M=-1.10) was significantly 
lower than zero (t(40)=-3.42, p<.001). Therefore, our expectation got supported.

STUDY 2: THE EFFECT OF LOCATION ON NUMERICAL ESTIMATION
Perceptual symbols system theory suggests that people often behave like as though perceptual associations are literal (Barsalou 1999; 

Barsalou 2008). People’s judgment and decision are consequently biased by the perceptual factors in those associations (Schuber 2005; Nel-


