
Brands in the Age of Political Polarization 

Oded Netzer

Based on research with Verena Schoenmueller and Florian Stahl



The Big Shift

• Political polarization extends beyond politics → 
shaping everyday consumption behavior

• Rise of “brand-preference polarization.”

• Brands are increasingly drawn into political 
conversations — whether they intend to be or not

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/

10/27/upshot/biden-trump-poll-quiz.html



Brand Politics



Why Brands Can’t Ignore This

• 80% of consumers perceive brands as political 

• 60% buycott or boycott based on political beliefs 

• 71% expect brands to take a political stance 

▪ However, research shows:

▪ Some boycotts fade quickly (e.g., Goya)

▪ Others (e.g., Bud Light) create long-term damage

Edelman (2024), Liaukonyte et al. (2023, 2024)  



• Engage politically → risk backlash 

• Stay neutral → risk irrelevance 

• Key challenge: 

▪ alignment,

▪ timing, and 

▪ audience fit

The Brand Dilemma



Success Depends on Alignment

• Success depends on alignment with your audience 

• Misalignment leads to backlash (e.g., Bud Light case) 

▪ Bud Light: Core audience perceived misalignment → 
backlash

▪ Tesla: Brand perception shifted as Elon Musk shifted 
political position



Measure Alignment Continuously

• Surveys (perception + self-reported behavior) 

• Behavioral data (purchases + geography) 

• Donations (corporate & employee signals) 

• Social media insights (followers, engagement)

Without measurement, brands risk misalignment and subsequent backlash





Mosaic of Political Brand Affiliation
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Most Common NPOs
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Top Brands Personality Attributes

*The word clouds are based on attributes with a p < 0.05 difference of average values between Democratic and Republican brands



How Democratic and Republican Are Your Brands?

http://www.social-listening.org/

http://www.social-listening.org/
http://www.social-listening.org/
http://www.social-listening.org/
http://www.social-listening.org/


Brand Polarization Over Time



Brand Polarization Over Time



Brand Polarization Over Time



In May 2022, Musk stated on Twitter that he 

had previously voted Democrat but would 
now vote Republican

Gradual shift (2018–2021)

•Increasing friction with Democrats over: 
• Regulation (Tesla, SpaceX) 

• Labor issues (unions, 

California policies) 
• COVID restrictions (he 

strongly opposed lockdowns) 
•Began criticizing “woke culture” and 

progressive politics

Brand Polarization Over Time



Brand Polarization Over Time



Key Takeaway for Brands

• Political identity is now central to consumer behavior

▪ Brands need to know and track their (customers’) political affiliation

▪ Taking a stance is not always a choice – brands might get involved even if they don’t 
actively do anything



Key Takeaway for Brands

▪ Thus, it is not a choice whether to participate but how:

▪ Understand audience deeply 

▪ Stay consistent and align authentically 

▪ Build “brand echo chambers” (loyal communities)

▪ Prepare for backlash (crisis plans) 



What Differentiates Winning Brands

▪ Success depends on: 

• Context (political environment) 

• Audience (political affiliation of core consumers) 

• This can be tracked and managed: 

• Monitor political affiliation in real time

• Measure audience alignment with brand actions

• Adjust strategy accordingly (e.g., Chick-fil-A)

In a polarized world, success depends not on taking a stance — but on taking the 
right stance for your audience.
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