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ABSTRACT 
 

Key to this thesis are questions of individual versus collective action, digital 

versus traditional media and the overriding instance that such actions and tools are being 

employed not in the traditional political spheres of governments and civil society, but in 

the non-state space of the market. Noting key circumstances of market-based actions 

mediated by information and communication technology (case-studies include an 

examination of mobile phone philanthropy and Wal-Mart reform), this paper asks 

broadly: under what conditions does the market become a space for political 

participation? Specifically, how does consumption relate to citizenship and civic-

engagement? And how does technology affect collective action and efforts by consumer 

activists working to advance social changes within the digital economy?  

In response, this thesis argues that the ascent of virtuous consumption (the 

predication of purchase preferences on political concerns) as an increasingly viable agent 

for social change along with the simultaneous rise of digital social-network devices as a 

tool for collective action has enabled the shift of the public, political space from the state 
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to markets. That the growth of responsible consumption occurs with the increase in 

adoption of user-driven social-software is not seen as a coincidence, but a significant, 

deliberate correlation. Virtuous consumption in its modern form draws its power from the 

information and network-inclusion that digital social-networking devices provide.  

The thesis synthesizes a cross-disciplinary portfolio of theoretical concerns such 

as citizenship and consumer behavior, information technology and collective action along 

with network theory, social capital and civic virtue. From this, the paper defines key 

conditions to virtuous consumption which include a) consumer concerns with the 

production, distribution and marketing of consumer goods and services; b) common 

distrust with government and corporate organizations along with declining reliance on 

civil society and other traditional forms of participation to express the virtues of 

citizenship; and c) emerging preference for mechanisms which imbed individualized 

actions in broad, informal networks. The consequent conditions to the proposed market-

as-political-space draws primarily from the assertion that the market is a political space 

and, armed with choice and unprecedented access to information, consumers are also 

political actors – able to “vote” for changes in corporate policies and practices through 

their shopping behavior.  



 

iv 

The author extends his utmost gratitude towards: 
 

Professor J.P. Singh, Professor Ross Harrison and Professor Patrick McQuown for their 
guidance, insights and, most of all, patience; 

 
Thesis peers Nicole Garingalao, Marcus Holmes, Joselyn Schultz, Jaclyn Selby and 

Anubha Verma for their stimulating counsel and comradeship; 
 

Thesis readers Daniel Arrieta, Jack Canfield and Douglass Hess for their unwavering 
attention to detail; 

 
Communication, Culture and Technology professors Dr. Linda Garcia, Dr. Martin Irvine, 

Dr. Diana Owen, Dr. Jeffrey Peck, Dr. Matthew Tinkom, Professor Kathleen Wallman 
and Father Eric Zimmer for their mentorship and engaging expertise; 

 
Heather Kerst for her steadfast support; 

 
And, most of all, Albemar and Araceli Dumlao for teaching perseverance, diligence and 

the empowering nature of humility. 
 
 

This thesis is dedicated to Lola Carmelita Dumlao, whose enduring legacy of service and 
advocacy on behalf of the voiceless is both an inspiration and guiding light. 



 

v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

Chapter 1. Introduction ....................................................................................... 1
 

Chapter 2. Let’s Go Shopping! A Literature Review ....................................... 12 
The Market-Space and Citizen-Consumers..................................... 16 

Broadening the Political Sphere ............................................... 17 
The Citizen-Consumer: A Hybrid of Virtues ............................. 20 

Consumer Behavior & Morality...................................................... 23 
Consumer Action............................................................................. 28 

Boycotts ..................................................................................... 34 
Buycotts ..................................................................................... 38 

Corporate Response......................................................................... 40
 

Chapter 3. The Rise of Digital Action .............................................................. 45 
Technology, Social Capital and Weak Ties .................................... 52 
Social Movements, Market Campaigns and ICTs........................... 59 
The Strength of Internet Ties .......................................................... 65 
Mobile Philanthropy........................................................................ 70 

Social Mobilizing....................................................................... 73 
SMS Direct Account Donation .................................................. 76 
Accessory and Service Donations ............................................. 79 
Surcharge Rebates and Donations ............................................ 82 
Mobile Philanthropy and Social Capital .................................. 83 

So What’s Missing? ........................................................................ 85
 

Chapter 4. Social Software, Social Capital & Wal-Mart Reform..................... 87 
Social Software, Social Capital and the Networked Individual ...... 97 
Wal-Mart Reform.......................................................................... 107 

Wal-Mart: (www.walmart.com) .............................................. 107 
Wake-Up Wal Mart: (www.wakeupwalmart.com) .................. 111 



 

vi 

The Independent Variable: Blogs and March Madness ................ 112 
The Intervening Variable: Brand Attacks and the Zogby Poll...... 118 
The Dependent Variable: War-Rooms and Media Day ................ 122 
Conclusion..................................................................................... 128

 

Chapter 5. Conclusion..................................................................................... 130 
Contribution and Implications....................................................... 136 
Suggested Future Research ........................................................... 138

 

References........................................................................................................... 142 
Appendices .................................................................................... 142 

I The Nike Sweatshop Email................................................... 142 
II Projected Internet use in the USA. ...................................... 144 
III Statistics On Blogs and the Blogosphere. .......................... 145 
IV Full Interview with Against The Wal. ............................... 146 
V Excerpts from www.walmart-blows.com............................ 148 
VII Google Search Rankings of Search Term “Wal-Mart.” 152 

Bibliography.................................................................................. 153 
Interviews and Correspondences................................................... 163 
Surveys and Reports...................................................................... 163 



 

Chapter 1.  Introduction 

 

It is the stuff of modern Internet lore – the kind of story that shows up in one’s 

email Inbox and begs to be forwarded and shared. In early 2001, Jonah Peretti, then a 

Masters student at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, found an advertisement on 

the website of global athletic-gear company Nike for a program called ‘Nike ID” which 

allowed visitors to custom-design shoes bearing a name or slogan of their choosing 

(Chihara, 2002). According to Peretti, “Confronted with Nike's celebration of freedom 

and their statement that if you want it done right, build it yourself, I could not help but 

think of the people in crowded factories in Asia and South America who actually build 

Nike shoes” (Peretti, 2001). So, in response, Peretti ordered footwear as instructed but 

asked that they bear the word “sweatshop,” a request which the company promptly 

rejected. This sparked an electronic correspondence between Peretti and Nike (quoted in 

full in Appendix I) that would lay bare not only the company’s unwillingness to discuss 

their allegedly abhorrent labor practices, but demonstrate how effective the Internet can 

be as a tool for amplifying one person’s action through consumers networks. In Peretti’s 

own words: 

“None of Nike's messages addressed the company's legendary labor abuses, and their 

avoidance of the issue created an impression even worse than an admission of guilt. In 

mid-January I forwarded the whole e-mail correspondence to a dozen friends, and since 

that time it has raced around the Internet, reaching millions of people, even though I did 

not participate at all in its further proliferation. The e-mail began to spread widely thanks 

to a collection of strangers, scattered around the world, who took up my battle with Nike. 

Nike's adversary was an amorphous group of disgruntled consumers connected by a 

decentralized network of e-mail addresses. Although the press has presented my battle 

1 



 

with Nike as a David versus Goliath parable, the real story is the battle between a 

company like Nike, with access to the mass media, and a network of citizens on the 

Internet who have only micromedia at their disposal”  (Peretti, 2001). 

 

Indeed the now infamous “Nike Sweatshop Email” was received by an estimated 10 

million people, enjoyed wide publicity on websites across the Internet and culminated 2 

months later in a live debate about the company’s labor policies between Peretti and 

Vada Manager, director of Nike’s Global Issues Management, on the television program, 

“The Today Show”.1  

The ‘parable’ of Jonah and the ‘swoosh’ (the iconic brand for which Nike is best 

known) provides clear illustrations of themes this thesis hopes to explore. In this 

scenario, there is a single consumer, concerned about the global problem of sweatshop 

labor, engaging a firm through an electronic information and communication technology 

(ICT). The firm is evasive and dismissive, so he sends the discussion to members of his 

core social network (his close friends) who then proliferate the email in the vast 

peripheral networks of the world-wide-web. Peretti’s solitary action is amplified by the 

contagious nature of web communication, forming a considerable attack against the 

corporate brand which ultimately forces the firm to a public admission of its practices 

through mainstream media.  

Key to this story (and this thesis) are the negotiations between individual versus 

collective action, digital versus traditional media and the overriding instance that such 

actions and tools are being employed not in the traditional political sphere of 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

1 Stats on “Nike Sweatshop Email” retrieved on April 1, 2006 from http://www.shey.net/niked.html; a full 
transcript of the Today Show debate was last retrieved on April 1, 2006 from 
http://www.contagiousmedia.org/press/nike/nike-today.htm and 
http://www.globalexchange.org/campaigns/sweatshops/nike/today022801.html  
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governments and civil society, but in the non-state space of the market. For example, 

Peretti acted on his own, undirected by a labor-rights organization; he used email rather 

than a letter to a Congressional representative; and his action targeted Nike and its 

product, not a state regulatory agency or a member of congress. Noting such 

circumstances of ICT-mediated, market-based actions, this paper asks broadly: under 

what conditions does the market become a space for political participation? Specifically, 

how does consumption relate to citizenship and civic-engagement? How does technology 

affect collective action and under what conditions are actors best able to compel changes 

in corporate behavior?  

In response, this thesis argues that the ascent of the virtuous consumer as an 

increasingly viable agent for social change along with the simultaneous rise of digital 

social-network devices  as a tool for collective action has enabled the shift of the public, 

political space from the state to markets. That the growth of responsible consumption 

occurs with the increase in adoption of user-driven social-software is not seen as a 

coincidence, but a significant, deliberate correlation (Scammel, 2000: 354).2 After all, 

virtuous consumption in its modern form draws its power from the information and 

network-inclusion that ICTs provide. And as the global economy continuous to migrate 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

2 Social-software is a vague term at best most commonly used to describe recent developments in web-
based application which facilitate "bottom-up" community development. The results are networks in which 
membership is voluntary, reputations are earned by winning the trust of other members, and the 
community's mission and governance are defined by the communities' members themselves. Communities 
formed by "bottom-up" processes are contrasted to the less vibrant collectivities formed by "top-down" 
software, in which users' roles are determined by an external authority and circumscribed by rigidly 
conceived software mechanisms (retrieved April 1, 2006 from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_software).  

 
Examples of social-software include self-publishing applications like blogs, collaborative tools like wikis 
(i.e., www.wikipedia.org); and online community networks built around shared interests like 
www.flickr.com, www.myspace.com and www.friendster.com. 
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its transactions online, the Internet becomes that much more important as a tool for 

consumer activists.  

The notion of the virtuous consumer synthesizes a number of conceptualizations 

of the socially-conscious shopper: from the “political consumer” (Micheletti, 2003), the 

“citizen-consumer” (Scammel, 2000) and the “ethical consumer” (Harrison, 2005). 

Though known by many names, virtuous consumers are defined by their conscious 

predication of personal economic transactions on political concerns. Virtuous consumers 

acknowledge that there are social, ethical and political issues embedded in every 

shopping decision – concerns that extend beyond quality, utility and price (Micheletti, 

2003: x). Furthermore, virtuous consumers acknowledge that consumption and 

citizenship are not mutually exclusive; that consumption (indeed, the marketplace) 

provides ample opportunities to engage in social-change activities and express one’s civic 

duties. According to Scammel, “the act of consumption is becoming increasingly 

suffused with citizenship characteristics and consideration. Citizenship is not dead, or 

dying, but found in new places, in life politics… and in consumption. The site of citizen’s 

political involvement is moving from the production side of the economy to the 

consumption side” (2000: 351). 

ICTs have enabled consumer activists to better challenge companies to be more 

ethical and socially responsible by 1) providing unprecedented access to information, 2) 

lowering transaction costs for collective organizing, 3) widening the scope and velocity 

of action and 4) imbedding individualized, user-driven action in broad social networks. In 

response, virtuous consumers act with considerations that were once the exclusive 
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purview of citizenship, blurring the lines between self-interest and public good as well as 

the private and public spheres.  

Underlying these conditions are fundamental shifts in how citizens manage and 

cultivate social networks along with changes in how modern consumers view political 

participation in general. Incidentally, both the adoption of ICTs (such as social-software 

and mobile telephony) and the emergence of virtuous consumer behavior owe their rise to 

the growing preference for decentralized, individualized action that is nonetheless 

embedded in increasingly informal, ICT-enabled social networks. Accordingly, the paper 

draws parallels between Micheletti’s concept of the politicized consumer’s penchant for 

individualized collective action and Wellman’s notion of the  web-empowered networked 

individual; while one is drawn from literatures on ethical consumer behavior and the 

other from ICT adoption by social movements, they both rely on loosely-knit, informal 

and geographically-unbound networks which defy traditional notions of civic 

engagement, social capital and state-driven collective action (Michelleti, 2003: 24; 

Wellman, 2003).  For further explanation, please turn to the variable chart on page 6. 

Essential to this paper are the underlying conditions of each primary variable. For 

example, the rise of virtuous consumption is premised on a) concerns with the 

production, distribution and marketing of consumer goods and services (Harrison, 2005); 

b) common distrust with government and corporate organizations (Klein, 2000); c) 

declining reliance on civil society and other traditional forms of participation to express 

one’s civic duty (Keum, 2004: 372); along with d) emerging preference for 

individualized action (Michelleti and Stolle, 2005). ICTs, in turn,  owe its growing 
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RISE OF MARKET AS 
SPACE FOR  

POLITICAL ACTION  

RISE OF VIRTUOUS  
CONSUMERISM 

RISE OF ICT USE IN 
INDIVIDUAL AND 

COLLECTIVE ACTION + 

adoption by the public to similar attitudinal preferences for a) informal networks; b) 

Scoble’s notion of conversational media (web applications like blogs which promote 

dialogue) over uni-directional broadcast media (2006:34); along with c) user-driven 

content with low entry-barriers for publishing and mass distribution (Reynolds, 2006). 

The consequent conditions to the proposed market-as-political-space draws primarily 

ICTs provide citizen-consumers with: 
• Lowered transaction costs in 

collective organizing 
• Greater immediacy and velocity in 

action outcomes. 
• Broader networks. 
• Broader scope of action.  

Predicated on increasing:  
 Distrust in traditional 
avenues for political 
participation (state-
directed, state-situated 
actions, traditional civil 
society). 

•

• Distrust in corporations 
(Klein) 

• Growing concerns over the 
politics of products 
(Micheletti).  

• Emergence of Individual 
Collective Action 
(Micheletti) 

• Decline in traditional forms 
of civic participationg & 
social capital. (Putnam) 

Predicated on increasing : 
• Emergence of the 

Networked Individual 
(Wellman) 

• Greater prominence of 
Informal Networks and 
Weak Ties (Granovetter, 

Conditions of Market as 
Public Space :  
• Convergence of public and 

private spheres. 
• Broadening of “virtue” to 

embrace consumers.  
• Primary actors are citizen-

consumers (citizens who 
participate in political 
arena through 
consumption. (Micheletti, 
Scammel). 

• Primary target is firm 
behavior. 

• Target outcome is 
increased corporate social 
responsibility.  

• Primary tool for firm 
change is change in 
consumer behavior. 

• Action against firms are 
directed specifically 
towards Brand.  

 Brand attacks affect sales 
and share value.  

• Responsibility for public 
goods is shared between 
consumers and consumer-
action networks, 
government and civil 
society.  

 

Davies) 
• Emergence of technologies 

which strengthen core ties 
while embedding 
decentralized  individual 
action in global, 
geographically-unbound 
networks. 

• Conversational media and 
user-driven content 
(Scoble); examples: mobile 
telephony; blogs.
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from the assertion that the market is a political space and, armed with choice, consumers 

are also political actors – able to “vote” for changes in policies and practices through 

shopping (Dickinson and Carsky, 2005 :25). Unique to the ‘market-space’ are certain 

activist tools (i.e., boycotts, preferential purchases), targets (sales, share-value and the 

corporate brand have proven to be particularly vulnerable (Klein, 2000)) and outcomes 

(changes in both firm policies and mainstream consumer behavior) (Michelleti, 2003).  

Moving from theory, this paper will illustrate the vital importance of social 

networks in amplifying the efficacy of individual action by using case studies drawn from 

mobile philanthropy and the Wal-Mart reform movement. Citing recent Pew reports and 

the Digital Future Survey regarding the power of electronic communication devices (e.g., 

the Internet and mobile telephony) to strengthen social ties, this paper will further focus 

on how digital technologies can reinforce and transform traditional methods of consumer 

activism: boycotts, buycotts and the emergence of market- campaigns (using purchasing 

power to “vote” and produce change) (Gabriel and Lang, 1995).  

In many cases, these tactics are employed in protests which, every year or so, fill 

print headlines and web tickers with images of picket lines, riots and violent clashes 

between police and protester. We have witnessed both the emergence of globalization’s 

interconnecting benefits along with a global activist response to its excesses and abuses 

(Klein, 2000). Bucking under pressure from stakeholders concerned over brand image, 

corporations have engaged in instances of corporate social responsibility (CSR): 

reforming discriminatory human resource policies, reviewing manufacturing procedures, 

increasing charitable giving, partnering with public interests, inviting independent 
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reviews of its internal functions, and developing mechanisms such as cause-marketing 

and cross-issue promotion to demonstrate the philanthropic and profitable compromises 

between share value and social welfare (Makower, 1994). 

McKinsey Quarterly’s “2006 Global Survey of Business Executives” clearly 

indicates that while managers perceive firms are at risk when adopting sociopolitical 

programs which companies are typically ill-equipped to address, such programs are 

nonetheless part of a growing necessity of current and future business environments 

(McKinsey, 2006). The rate by which these methods and measures of CSR have been 

adopted (as indicated by another McKinsley Quarterly report on the over 1,800 

companies world-wide who have signed onto the United Nation’s Global Compact) 

further illustrates how quickly these practices have become a norm (Blair, 2004). 

Furthermore, that corporations are generally open to CSR provides further incentive for 

virtuous consumers and their networks, assuring that their actions do, indeed, have 

measurable outcomes with regards to changes in corporate behavior.  

Focusing on the first independent variable (rise of ethical consumption), the paper 

will proceed in Chapter 2 with an overview of literature drawn from a variety of 

disciplines, particularly theories of ethical consumption and how technology affects 

social networks. Specifically, these works touch on a) the market as public sphere 

(Michelleti, 2003), b) the civic virtue of consumption (Scammel, 2000), c) social capital 

theory (Robert Putnam, 2000), d) social network theory (Mark Granovetter, 1973), e) 

consumer behavior (Ajzen, 2005;  Kozinets, 1998), f) corporate social responsibility 

(Krausz and Pava, 1995) and a variety of literatures that explore how information 
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technologies have affected each area aforementioned (Wellman, 2003; Scoble, 2006; and 

Reynolds, 2006 to name a few). With these literatures, the thesis offers an application of 

social capital, collective action and ethical consumption literature to digital social 

network technologies like web-logs (blogs), short-message service (SMS) and other so-

called ‘social-software’ applications in an effort to explore the roles such devices have 

and can continue to play in empowering consumers-citizens.  

The literature review will build on the proposed notion of the market as political 

space by providing a general discussion of civic virtue and participation and how 

contemporary realities are blurring distinctions between public and private spheres. It will 

then move specifically into issues of consumer behavior - specifically, processes that 

underlie buyer’s decision making and what it takes to sway consumer habits towards 

ethical consumption. As ‘economic voters,’ virtuous consumers are beholden to a number 

of tools, and the paper will then move to a brief discussion of traditional methods of 

consumer activism (the boycott and buycotts). Following this will be discussion of how 

corporations have responded to these pressures and what these reactions mean for the 

virtuous consumer.  

The proceeding chapter focuses on the second independent variable (the rise of 

ICT adoption in collective action) with reviews of literatures concerning ICTs and 

political collective action in the marketplace, both concluding with illustrative case-

studies. Chapter 3 provides greater context to the rise of digital action, asking how 

effectively and to what end have social movements and pressure groups adopted 

information and communication technologies? The chapter flows from a response to 
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Putnam’s critique against technology as civically-disengaging with Granovetter’s theory 

of weak ties and the movement of networks towards the informal and peripheral. Here, 

technology is offered as enabling social capital rather than eroding it with evidence from 

the Pew Internet and American Life survey into the strength of Internet ties. There is also 

further discussion into the importance of market-oriented campaigns and the role ICTs 

play in these. The chapter then concludes with an illustrative case-study of mobile 

philanthropy and how short-message-services (SMS, also known as ‘text’ messages) have 

and can be used to mobilize resources, organize actions and build opportunities to express 

consumer virtue.  

Chapter 4 offers an analysis of the dependent variable (the rise of political 

participation in the market) with the most-likely case-study of the Wal-Mart reform 

movement, starting with a brief comparison between Wellman’s networked individual 

and Michelleti’s notion of individualized collective action. A most-likely case (defined by 

the idea that if certain strategies fail to work in this case, it will not likely work 

elsewhere), Wal-Mart is the world’s largest retailer and arguably one of the biggest 

abusers of labor, the environment and community development. As such, it is also the 

target of groups like Wake Up Wal-Mart, one of the most prolific and well-organized 

market-campaigns in the company’s history – a distinction made all the more significant 

by the fact that the campaigns are almost entirely web-based! Through effective use of 

social-software like blogs, the crusade to challenge and change Wal-Mart has yielded 

significant outcomes, most notably: a) validation that ICT-mediated collective action is a 

powerful compliment to traditional forms of political participation and b) measurable 
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responses in the form of changes in corporate policy and behavior. Evidence is culled 

from analysis of primary data (elite interviews and personal correspondence with 

movement leaders) and secondary data (survey reports, interview transcripts, news 

articles, press releases and blog posts).  

The thesis will finally conclude with Chapter 5’s summation of arguments and 

findings, a discussion of project limitations and consequent suggestions for future 

inquiry. Indeed, further research into how emerging software development that can 

empower future acts of virtuous consumption is heavily encouraged – particularly 

because both contemporary notions of politicized consumption and the social impact of 

social-software developments are fairly new and under-researched (Micheletti, 2003: 

167). Nevertheless, while the idea that markets provide spaces for civic engagement 

proffers an exciting opportunity for broadening the portfolio and parameters of political 

participation, it begs the question of whether ethical shopping can serve as either an 

effective proxy or compliment for civil society. Can the spheres of self-interested 

consumption and publicly-oriented virtue co-exist in the same actor and through the same 

actions? And for the virtuous consumer, does the virtuous, ethical decision extend beyond 

the cash register and into the voting booth? To answer these, the paper turns to the very 

activity of shopping itself, particularly moments which seem the most innocuous – where 

decisions to buy ethically should be the most intrinsic. 
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Chapter 2.  Let’s Go Shopping! A Literature Review 

 

Consider the last time you bought something: scarves and gloves from the mall 

across town? A cappuccino from the coffee house downstairs? Tulips from a grocery 

store? Perhaps a book from Amazon.com? What informed your purchase? What thoughts 

traversed through your mind? Was it the softness of the wool? The aroma of the ground? 

The vivid hue of the petals? Or the price and promise of next-day delivery? At any point, 

did you wonder how much the person who stitched the wool was paid? Or where in the 

world the seeds were cultivated? How much land had to be cleared of its otherwise 

naturally growing fauna to make room for the foreign flower? Or whether the money you 

saved on that paperback could have been used to stop a local bookstore from closing? 

Whatever goes through one’s head, when consumers buy something, they are 

making a choice-  and not simply one between cheap and cheaper, Coke or Pepsi, or 

generic versus name-brand. Sometimes, we are also making a choice between companies 

that are solely concerned about profit, and companies who also care about how their 

products or manufacturing processes affect their communities. When we purchase 

something, we are rewarding the provider or manufacturer for making a good decision 

somewhere along the process: the ergonomic engineers thought about where you 

naturally put your fingers; the packaging designers decided correctly when it picked that 

color; or the company hired a great marketing team that understood how to make that 

product’s image stick in you head- jingle and all.  
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But what about the other decisions that belie the shiny and new: the workers and 

their substandard living and working conditions; the farmers and their inability to afford 

the very food they produce; the torture of captive animals; the extinction of entire 

species. These are abuses that occur whether a consumer considers them or not, and they 

remain unchallenged unless stakeholders begin to care. While the agency to change 

corporate abuses lies in a number of actors, few have the economic power that consumers 

wield in determining whether these practices persist or undergo much needed 

reformation.  

While one may assume that these considerations do not usually come to the 

average consumer’s decision-making, there is growing evidence that more and more 

shoppers have begun to consider social impact alongside considerations of price and 

utility (Friendman, 2003; Harrison, 2005; Michelleti, 2003; Stolle, et.al., 2005). While 

there is little survey material on 

consumer boycotts or buycotts, 

Stoll and colleagues compare 

results from one question on 

the World Values Survey3 and 

poll data with result from the 

1974 Political Action Survey to 

reveal that “clearly, together 
 

The Rise of New Forms of Political Participation; 
Source: Stolle, et.al (2005) The Market as an Arena for Transnational Politics

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

3 The World Values Survey is a global investigation of sociocultural and political change conducted since 
1981 in more than 80 societies on all six inhabited continents; for more information, log onto 
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org  
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with several other emerging forms of political participation, boycotts have risen in 

countries where we can compare participation trends over time. Boycotts particularly are 

the “form of political participation that experiences the strongest growth over time,” 

enjoying “more that four times” a likelihood in participation in 1999 compared to 1974 

(Stolle, et.al., 2005: 248).  

Opportunities to shop responsibly have been part of consumer culture since the 

first boycott in 1880. Organized against Captain Charles Cunningham Boycott, an 

English land agent in Ireland famous for ruthlessly evicting tenants, his employees 

refused all cooperation with him and his family, forcing the landowner to tend to his own 

crops under intense social and economic ostracism (Friedman, 1999: 6-8). According to 

Gabriel and Lang, the act of not buying a boycotted product or service in support of the 

protest is an act of a responsible consumer – or at least one who was aware that the 

decision to buy or not to buy incurs consequences far greater than whether something will 

shrink after a wash (1995:154). Long after the first boycott, in an effort to do more than 

chide irresponsible companies, the environmental movement imbedded the terms 

“recyclable,” “paper-or-plastic,” “dolphin-free-tuna,” “100%-organic” and “fair-traded” 

into our grocery trips. What were once the concerns of progressive radicals have become 

part of consumer expectations as brand standards; and like all branding systems, the 

“recyclable” arrows or the dolphin-free image have come to evoke subtle meanings 

within consumer culture – meanings that are intuitive and evoke a far more emotional 

(rather than rational) process of decision-making (Trout, 1981).  
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Shopping is, after all, an endeavor laden with values and choices. As consumers 

in a modern market system, how and what we buy is very often a clear reflection of who 

we are: our ideologies, our backgrounds, our prejudices and vanities. Miller’s 

ethnographic accounts of daily buying habits of Londoners illustrate “how far shopping is 

directed towards others… Far from being individualistic, self-indulgent, and narcissistic, 

much shopping is based on relationships, indeed on love” (Miller, 1998). Consider the 

kosher family, the vegetarian Hindu or a Muslim during Ramadan; these identities proffer 

guidelines deeply rooted in social and cultural origins that inform not only personal 

buying habits but how one considers her role in society. Can one imagine a similar 

community for the virtuous consumer? Can social movements imbed guidelines and 

criteria within the greater community of shoppers so that considering which produce was 

made on an eco-conscious farm or wondering whether the person providing a particular 

service is compensated fairly were mental processes as intuitive as choosing a recyclable 

water bottle or dolphin-free tuna?  

To begin to answer this question, the thesis turns to a theoretical discussion of the 

market as political space and the blurring of both the public/ private spheres and 

distinctions between consumer/ citizen. Afterwards, the paper moves towards theories of 

how consumers choose their preferences and behaviors and whether these choices are 

influenced by motivations other than self-interest; this is important to the analysis of the 

virtuous consumer because it focuses on the simultaneously individualistic and 

networked nature of ethical consumption. This leads to an exploration into consumer 

actions such as boycotts and buycotts with further discussion of how corporations 
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respond to such pressures. The chapter concludes with a brief mention of how technology 

plays into the market-space as a segue into Chapter 3’s in-depth study of ICTs and 

collective action.  

 

The Market-Space and Citizen-Consumers 

This thesis draws heavily from recent scholarly work that suggests in a modern, 

global economy, the market has become an arena for politics (Michelleti, 2003; 

Scammel, 2000; Stolle, et.al, 2005; Vogel, 2003 to name a few). Consumers are 

empowered by ICTs with greater access to information and low-cost organizational tools 

(Klein, 2000: 393); firms and their brands are vulnerable targets because sales and stock 

prices have become increasingly tied to reputation and image (Pringle and Thompson, 

1999: 32) and the outcomes of corporate compliance to calls for greater social 

responsibility could spell equitable wages for abused laborers, commitment to 

environmental sustainability and poverty reduction through trade and exchange 

(Weissman, 2000). According to Micheletti, “the growing importance of private 

corporations in our world today helps explain why citizens are increasingly making 

demands on the market directly and requiring companies to follow the same ethics and 

modes of accountability as public government” (2003: 13). The notion of a politicized 

market space calls into question many traditional assumptions about the division between 

public spheres, private interests, citizenship and consumption. The very notion of the 
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‘public sphere’ itself finds its origins in concerns about democracy and citizen 

participation. 

 

Broadening the Political Sphere 

In 1962, Jürgen Habermas brought the notion of the “public sphere” to the 

world’s attention, describing the prominence of public spaces like coffee houses and 

literary societies in 18th century London where “private people gathered together as a 

public and [articulated] the needs of society with the state" (1991: 176; Soules, 2001). 

Through acts of assembly and dialogue, the public sphere generated opinions and 

attitudes purposed with affirming, challenging and guiding the affairs of the state – 

ideally providing the source of public opinion needed to "legitimate authority in any 

functioning democracy" (Rutherford, 2000: 18). According to Soules, “for Habermas, the 

success of the public sphere was founded on rational, critical discourse - everyone is an 

equal participant and the supreme communication skill is the power of argument” (2001). 

The public sphere contained the articulated concerns for public good, and depended upon 

access, autonomy and a rejection of hierarchy (amongst other factors) for its success as a 

democratic communicative space (Rutherford, 2000:18). 

Interestingly, proponents of virtuous consumption assert that as a legitimate civic 

tool, ethical shopping broadens access to participation in a market space that values 

autonomous, individuated action imbedded in decentralized, non-hierarchical consumer 

networks (thereby fulfilling most requisites for a viable public sphere). However, 

traditional political science continues to separate concerns in the public sphere from self-
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interests in the private sphere, arguing against supporters of political consumption that 

regulatory responsibility and social welfare are the purview of the state, and convergence 

of public and private interests creates a hybrid corporate-civic actor that is bad for 

business and bad for democracy (Michelleti, 2003: 160). This argument is countered by 

both Michelleti and Scammel who suggest that corporations and consumers have 

transcended the economic sphere because the power of business in the world politicizes 

them (Micheletti, 2003: 163; Scammel, 2000: 353). 

Recognizing that the responsibility over the public has become increasingly 

shared between state, market and consumers, the authors call for a broadening of 

traditional definitions of civic duty and political engagement: 

“Politics can no longer be defined as the nation-state’s authoritative distribution of values 

in society that is implemented either by force or by the legitimacy created by general 

popular agreement. Neither is politics delimited to the proceedings of the… political 

system. Today politics goes deeper that the public debate and public decisions. It 

concerns interactions among different spheres and levels of life or what political 

scientists earlier referred to as the environment of the political system” (Michelleti, 

2003:5). 

To this, several authors offer a number of theoretical perspectives for changes in the 

political landscape: the notion of governance, for example suggests a growing reliance on 

the cooperation between state, quasi-state, non-state (non-governmental organizations) 

and private institutions (corporations) to solve collective-action problems and 

responsibility for citizen well-being (Michelleti, 2003: 5). Tasks and responsibilities are 

shared and coordinated in less traditional ways and via multilayered networks (Kooiman, 
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1993). An underlying condition to this shift is the perceived failure of government to 

regulate, monitor and enforce; similarly, the growing complexity of socio-political reality 

demand “new steering capabilities which require the entrance of new actors in 

policymaking” (Michelleti, 2003: 6).  

Postmodernization highlights the importance of individual agency, “political 

conflicts over values (post-materialism) and a focus on consumption over production as 

potentially powerful steering mechanisms” (Inglehart, 1997; Michelleti, 2003). Its focus 

on how the individual should be able to craft their own circumstances and take personal 

responsibility for their ecological, ethical and public footprints provides theoretical 

grounding for further discussion in the thesis about decentralized, individualized action.  

Both ecological modernization and reflexive modernization shift the focus 

between regulation as the exclusive purview of legislation and policy towards inclusion 

of developing sustainable lifestyles and changing consumer behavior. They ground their 

assumptions on how the borderless nature of ecological concerns ensure major problems 

in environmental policymaking lest the responsibility is shared between multiple spheres. 

The theories continue to blur the distinction amongst public and private lives, with 

reflexive modernization arguing that the traditional politics of state and civil society gives 

way to subpolitics: an approach that encourages and empowers citizens to take more 

responsibility for their personal and collective actions (Holzer and Mads, 2001; 

Spaargaren, 1997: 14). 
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The Citizen-Consumer: A Hybrid of Virtues 

Carried into these changes are the consequent transformations in how social and 

political science perceives the roles of citizen and consumer. Entrenched in this 

discussion are issues of public and private virtues – concepts that find their roots in 

Aristotle and the days of democracy’s birth. For Aristotle, “Politics are rooted in ethics… 

[citizens] have an unavoidable obligation to take part in community life and bear 

responsibility for its decisions. But the community has no life on its own… The limit of 

the states power is that beyond which it ceases to serve its citizens” (Woodfin and 

Groves, 2001: 137). As citizens are served by the community, citizens, in turn, are 

beholden to educating themselves and their young on how to live in the mean between 

their vices. For consumers, this points to a middle ground between exorbitant 

consumption or complete dislocation from the market economy. Virtuous consumption is 

offered as this middle ground: continued participation in the economy that is mindful of 

excesses but acknowledges that consuming offers opportunities for fostering the public 

good as well.  

For Michelleti, both public virtue and private virtue traditions view consumer 

choice as a political choice and the market – in certain circumstances – as an arena for 

political participation, although in different ways. The public virtue tradition asks citizens 

to take their public concerns with them into the marketplace and interact with market 

actors according to their concerns for public good (2003: 23). For Delanty, virtuous 

consumption reflects a common line of reasoning in political philosophy that good 

citizens must be emotionally engaged with the polity and its principles (2000). Political 
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consumption represents a well-accepted view of good citizens as enthusiastic, self-

sacrificing, public-spirited and who willingly subordinate their personal interests and 

private desires for the good of the public (Delanty, 2000). 

The private virtue tradition, on the other hand, locates its priority in solving a 

personal problem first, but doing so with ethical goods. Exercising private virtue, actors 

first bring private concerns to the marketplace then realize that their worries are 

politicized by the ethical issues underlying goods and services (Micheletti, 2003:18-24). 

For Burtt, society cannot divorce its self-interest from public dedication or virtuous 

citizenship (1992). A politics of virtue must always include self-interest, lest politics 

become reserved for the elite few who have the resources to devote all their time and 

energy to other-oriented activities (Burt, 1992). Burt cites her theoretical grounding on 

Tocqueville, Rousseau and others who “included issues that concern the everyday lives 

of citizens in their discussion on the politics of virtue. It is from these seemingly private 

issue that individual citizens see how their own lives are affected by the lives of others 

and vice versa.” (Micheletti, 2003: 22). 

Similarly, Ackerman assumes that in “times of ‘normal politics,’ with the usual 

form of political involvement by means of representation (i.e., voting), the great majority 

of citizens quite legitimately become closer to perfect privatists since they are generally 

preoccupied with their own private affairs and look at politics as an extension of such 

exclusive interests” (1991: 26-35; Duck, 2004). Referring to the phenomenon of “liberal” 

or “consumer” citizenship, Miller describes “a set of rights and obligations that gives 

every citizen an equal status in the political community,” requiring no more activity than 
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that of defending her rights by voting in periodic elections” (2000: 28). Miller continues 

to define “consumer citizenship” as “citizens’ rights of redress against service providers” 

to maximize their economic interest and satisfaction (2000: 28). 

Locating political participation in the everyday interests of consumers (sometimes 

referred to as phronesis, or virtues in action in everyday settings) is offered as a 

sustainable goal for consumer activists whose methods and reliance on the market-space 

are otherwise criticized  for being ad-hoc and situational (Micheletti, 2003:150). 

Phronesis continues the argument that the repertoire for political participation be 

broadened to include virtuous consumption as a compliment to traditional civic 

engagement, not a substitute. As Micheletti states: 

“[There is] a new sharing of responsibility for setting moral standards among the political, 

economic, and private spheres… it is no longer possible to make sharp distinctions between 

politics, economics and private life. This means that we as individuals cannot assume that we have 

taken sufficient responsibility for ensuring a good life and a sustainable future by voting in 

elections and paying fees to a membership organization.” (Micheletti, 2003: 149) 

 

To clarify, however, this is not to say that voting and civil society are unimportant (far 

from that), but to suggest that strategies include the tools and tactics of the citizen-

consumer. Nevertheless, the notion of virtue remains highly important even as consumer 

activists build their argument for market-based participation. As the literature indicates, 

virtues are necessary to develop a market-based platform for development that balances 

and respects the demands of political, economic and private life (Micheletti, 2003:153). 
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Consumer Behavior & Morality 
The following section explores theories of consumer behavior. If collective action 

is indeed migrating more of its activities to the market-space, then understanding its 

primary actor (the consumer) becomes more significant. As stated above, virtuous 

consumption is predicated on self-interests working towards the public good; this 

assumes that virtuous consumption and the role of the citizen-consumer is individualistic. 

Even so, socially-responsible consumption is anything but solitary, as further articulated 

in the following theories which show how individual choices are nonetheless imbedded in 

social networks.  

According to key literature, everyday consumer decisions often resist economic 

theories regarding rational-choice. Gabriel and Lang’s seminal work on consumer 

profiling identified consumer activists and consumer-citizens, two types of consumers 

who rationalize actions according to a social need greater than their own (beyond the 

preferences for maximum utility at the lowest prices suggested by traditional economics). 

(1995: 351)  Activists and citizens operate according to social pressures and expectations. 

In accordance with Aizen’s Theory of Planned Behavior, these actors are guided by three 

kinds of considerations: “beliefs about the likely outcomes of the behavior and the 

evaluations of these outcomes (behavioral beliefs), beliefs about the normative 

expectations of others and motivation to comply with these expectations (normative 

beliefs), and beliefs about the presence of factors that may facilitate or impede 

performance of the behavior and the perceived power of these factors (control beliefs).” 

(Aizen, 2005) Contingent on a negotiation between attitudes towards a given behavior, 
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social pressures and prior biases, as a general rule, the more favorable the attitude and 

subjective norm, and the greater the perceived control, the stronger should be the 

person’s intention to perform the behavior in question. Also, given a sufficient degree of 

actual control over the behavior, people will carry out their intentions when the 

opportunity arises (Aizen, 2005). 

A common application of the 

Theory of Planned Behavior is to 

advertising campaigns and their 

ability to affect consumer habits; 

in short, campaigns merely 

providing information do not 

work (Aizen, 2005). Increasing 

knowledge alone does not help to 

change behavior very much. For 

consumer-responsibility-campaigns, strategies that aim at attitudes, perceived norms and 

control in making the change or buying certain goods have better results. As previously 

mentioned, the goal needs to be one of cultural transformation and social imbedding: 

empower consumers by making them believe that in their decision lies the control over 

reversing grievances and abhorrent practices. Perceived consumer ownership – as 

members of a market system reliant on their participation - over the production and 

manufacture of their desired commodities can help to inject a sensibility towards those 

processes (and from sensibility, hopefully, a sense of responsibility) (Aizen, 2005).  

 

Source: http://www.valuebasedmanagement.net/ 
methods_ajzen_theory_planned_behaviour.html  

(retrieved February 1, 2006) 
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This sense of socially-responsible identity lies at the heart of another behavioral 

concept known as virtue theory, which regards the question of morality and ethics, not as 

“what should one do,” but as “what kind of person ought one become?” Other moral 

theories such as consequentialism and deontology 4 are concerned with the outcomes and 

rules of individual conduct respectively; while these are important considerations for 

consumer-activists in attempting to influence individual consumer habits, it would also be 

important to acknowledge that individuals consume within broader networks of social 

relations and cultural codes. (Gordon, 1949) Whereas deontology and consequentialism 

are based around rules that try to give us the right action, virtue ethics makes central use 

of the concept of character, one that values fairness and a concern for others. In 

negotiating these concerns, however:   

“[We] cannot ignore our own moral beliefs in considering these sort of issues. It is not a 

case of choosing between the happiness of the many and our own egoist morals. Our own 

unhappiness as ethical consumer is not simply to be weighed in the generality of 

happiness. That we are concerned at all is because we are moral agents. Any capacity for 

moral agency is indivisible from the sense of personal integrity upon which it is partly 

based in the first place.” (Barnett, Cafaro, Newholme, 2005) 

 

We must therefore ponder whether the boycotter/ socially-selective buyer engaging in 

these activities is doing so for personal satisfaction or a greater social purpose? For 

virtuous consumers, there appears to be a personal negotiation between action as a 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

4 Moral philosophies are concerned with the question of right and wrong behavior. Consequentialism is 
concerned with the outcomes of choices while deontology deals with rules of conduct. Virtue ethics 
initially emerged as a rival account to deontology and consequentialism. It developed from a dissatisfaction 
with the notions of ‘duty' and obligation’ and their central roles in understanding morality as well as an 
objection to the use of rigid moral rules and principles and their application to diverse and different moral 
situations (data retrieved March 1, 2006 from www.wikipedia.org). 
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personally-emancipating endeavor; and action as a communal act that subsumes the actor 

within a network of other activists. Robert Kozinets’ netnographic5 research into online 

boycotting behavior indicates a common non-conformist personality amongst consumer 

activists who view boycotting as “expressions of individual uniqueness manifested. 

Rather than pursuing “consumer resistance” solely as a means to enact the goal of 

widespread social change, many boycotters seem to also view boycotting as an 

intrinsically satisfying activity, an end in itself.” (1998: 8) To virtue-theory’s question of 

“who should I become?” Kozinet’s research suggest that most activists who mediate their 

actions through online communities would say “a socially-aware consumer who uses 

boycotts to discover a transcendent morality within an amoral commercial culture” 

(1998: 8).  What is most interesting about Kozinet’s study, however, is that while many 

of these online activists claim to operate separately from the group, their reliance on the 

online forum for both discussion and information about blacklisted products and 

companies belies a total individuation of action. Even if consumer activist behaviors 

reflect personal moral realizations, a connection must still be made to a social network to 

exchange and validate valuations of corporate activities and personal grievances.  

Both the Theory of Planned Behavior and Virtue Theory are valuable to the 

analysis of socially-responsible consumption because they both infuse individual 

decision-making with social realities. They both imply that consumer decisions are 

informed by the norms, cultures and attitudes that surround them. Sociologist Alan 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

5 Netnography is a rigorous application of traditional ethnographic research methods to online 
communities. Ethnographic principles are applied to chat forums, discussion boards and other areas of 
interactive communication.  Kozinets provides a detailed description of the method, using online 
boycotting communities as a primary case study  in “Ensouling Consumption,” 1998.  
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Warde suggests a definition of consumption as a moment in almost any social practice, “a 

process whereby agents engage in appropriation, whether for utilitarian, expressive or 

contemplative purposes, of goods, services, performances, information or ambience, 

whether purchased or not, over which the agent has some degree of discretion.” (2004: 

5). In other words, social practices (much like the virtue-theory concern with the roles 

and activities in which actors are involved) help to differentiate amongst the types of 

consumers who are more inclined to employ their purchasing power in efforts to create 

social change.  This identification of the “political consumer” helps activists identify and 

recruit Gabriel and Lang’s activist and citizen consumers in efforts to produce social 

change (1995).    

The theories mentioned above imply a sort of morality imbedded in consumer-

choice. Miller suggests that consumption is a sphere in which people routinely negotiate 

moral dilemmas (from common concerns about whether one should use a credit card to 

pay for something one could otherwise not afford, to paying for products made by firms 

employing child labor – a practice imbued with social costs that humanity cannot afford). 

In a world of commodities, Miller argues that while consumption per se is neither moral 

nor immoral, the measure of integrity lies in whether the accumulation of goods is done 

to enhance or detract from our devotion to other people (2001: 246). This consumer 

‘devotion’ to a social sphere becomes particularly important as we move towards an 

understanding of virtuous “consumption” as a form of “economic voting.” 
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Consumer Action 
That free-markets are traditionally tied to democratic systems of governance 

allows us to conceptualize a potentially powerful analogy: whereas citizens affect change 

by voting, consumers affect change by shopping!  In their essay on the economic voter, 

Dickinson and Carsky point to comments by past economists that suggest “every buyer 

determines in some degree the direction of industry… everyone who goes into a shop and 

chooses one article over another is casting a vote in the economic ballot box.” (2005, 25). 

Like voting, the act of buying something requires a criteria and a decision; even though 

loyalty to a brand (much like allegiance to a party or political ideology) makes some 

choices easier, for most shoppers, the subject of choice is a constant re-negotiation 

between brands. Hence the “battle for your mind” that marketing pioneers Trout and Reis 

posit as the state of marketing in our media-saturated society. However, with regards to 

this “battle,” whereas democratic systems rely on the egalitarian notion of one-equal-

vote-per-citizen, in the marketplace, those with a greater capacity to consume have 

arguably “more votes” and therefore a stronger influence on market decisions. While this 

likely indicates that those in the highest income brackets will always determine market 

policies, there are certain instances where having more economic votes signals a 

significant tool for securing civil rights.  

Consider, for example, the gay rights movement and its pink-dollar campaign. 

Sender describes a phenomenon in the 1990s where lesbian and gay media and 

community organizers, working towards equality for queer citizens, turned their focus on 

securing full participation of the gay citizen towards securing the visibility and 
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marketability of the gay consumer; Sender categorizes the shift under an interesting 

continuation of this thesis’ discussion of the political dimension to consumption, that “the 

separation of business endeavors from their political effects is spurious” and that 

“[commercial] marketing activity has been instrumental in the very formation of groups 

including politically inflected groups (2004: 5, 20). In this instance, mainstream tolerance 

and acceptance of the lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) community became 

a function of their growing viability as a target market for mainstream advertising and 

media. As “America’s most affluent minority,” who were perceived as “very loyal” to 

companies that support the community, LGBT consumers enjoyed growing clout in the 

market economy; this translated to greater visibility in the mainstream media and political 

discourse, lending strength to future campaigns oriented towards social concerns (such as 

domestic partnership benefits) (Sender, 2004).  

More recent examples include the December, 2005 reversal of the Ford 

company’s decision to end its practice of advertising in LGBT media (saying that it was 

bucking under pressure from religious conservative groups); after meeting with LGBT 

leaders, however, Ford reversed its decision again, reaffirming its commitment to 

diversity. Bill Ford, chair and CEO said, “"We value all people regardless of their race, 

religion, gender, sexual orientation and cultural or physical differences. This is a 

historical commitment of the Ford Motor Company that I intend to carry forward" 

(Keegan, 2005). Wal-Mart, the focus of this thesis’ forthcoming case-study, also re-

affirmed its commitment to its LGBT consumers in April, 2006 by continuing to sell 

copies of gay-themed “Brokeback Mountain” despite pressure from the American Family 
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Association to do otherwise (Shell, 2006). Together, these examples show how the 

economic vote was wielded by an underserved, much-maligned minority with a 

demonstrably superior purchasing power to achieve social (and cultural) changes. 

That brand positioning is applicable to both commerce and politics is a vital 

similarity for social movements interested in influencing both corporate behavior and 

legislative decision. Throughout the literature, there is a common concurrence that 

corporate (and political) brands are vulnerable to consumer outcry (Kozinets, 1998). 

Seeking to deal with the problems of communicating to a skeptical, media-blitzed public, 

Trout and Reis offer the concept of “positioning,”6 which describes a revolutionary 

approach to creating a "position" in a prospective customer's mind-one that reflects a 

company's own strengths and weaknesses as well as those of its competitors (1981: 4). 

This ‘position,’ however, has proven to be highly susceptible to external pressure from 

consumer groups. Klein indicates that using a firm’s own brand to attack said firm is one 

of the primary tactics of contemporary consumer action. This is primarily because the 

brand’s global visibility - while making it profitable – renders the corporate image just as 

vulnerable (Klein, 2000).  

Brands, after all, represent the promise behind an organization – a pledge made to 

consumers about what they will experience when participating in a service or product. To 

a consumer, brands offer consistency; to a company, brands provide profit and return 

patronage. Brands are also vital components of corporate strategy, mediating all aspects 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

6 Positioning is how your target market defines you in relation to your competitors. It defines a strategic 
marketing philosophy that differentiates brands according to a unique benefit. Positioning is inherently 
consumer-centered: it is important to understand a product from the customers’ point of view relative to the 
competition (Trout & Reis, 1981).  
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of a firm’s procedures and output – particularly its public image, which has proven time 

and again to be the most effective target for consumer activism. If consumers are indeed 

the voting populace of a market democracy, then brands are the candidates vying for their 

franchise (Pringle and Thompson, 1999). 

Corporate-political interdependence is an important consideration for consumer 

activists hoping to build a strong and effective network of dissatisfied consumers. Issue-

advocates and political-action-groups can influence consumer behavior when popular 

regard for corporate and governmental institutions is low. An underlying condition to this 

paper’s thesis is the nature of the social environment itself: when consumer trust in 

corporations and governmental regulatory bodies is shaken (whether by scandal or 

disagreement with policies perceived as anti-consumer), people search for ways to take 

matters into their own hands; eventually, they become susceptible to non-corporate and 

non-governmental organizations which they increasingly deem more effective and 

reliable. Willmott, provides a succinct illustration of the rise and fall of the welfare state 

and the concurrent development of corporate-social-responsibility, describing the 

fluctuation of citizen reliance between government and firms until abuses and grievances 

by both entities compelled citizens to turn to themselves for support and provision. (2001: 

145-160).  

According to Willmott, the advent of industrialization shortly prior to the 20th 

Century brought abuses against workers and consumers that governments were relied 

upon to regulate. Business were regarded with disdain and suspicion by both citizens and 

states which adhered to policies of heavy regulatory control. The 1960s and 1970s, 
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however, brought government scandals to the forefront, shocking public trust in the state 

and forcing a fundamental shift in how consumers and citizens perceived institutions. 

With the descent of the state came the ascendancy of business, particularly during the 

1980s where state-control over American and English business was drastically reduced. 

Markets, rather than law, became the avenue-of-choice for correcting economic flaws and 

social ills. With the global recession in the early 1990s came U.S. President Bill Clinton 

and British Prime Minister Tony Blair, leaders of the world’s strongest economies and 

firm believers in the “twin goals of entrepreneurial, market economies and social justice.” 

(Wilmott, 2001: 72) Though companies stepped-up their social programs as a response to 

what many saw is a nascent change in the market environment towards CSR, 

corporations were nonetheless subject to scrutiny for past and present abuses by the anti-

capitalist, anti-multinational movements typified by writers like Klein – their activist 

claims bolstered and galvanized by highly public corporate scandals in the early 2000s.7 

Given the trend of decreasing public trust in either government or corporations, it is little 

surprise that consumers would turn to other networks and organizations to vent 

frustrations and demand change.  

With regards to the legal process, Pava and Krausz argue that “underlying the pro-

social responsibility view is the belief that legal solutions are not always sufficient. 

Advocates for increased social responsibility point out the limitations inherent in a 

complete reliance on the law... Among these reasons are the time lag problem and 

limitations connected with making and implementing the law” (1995: 3). Indeed, getting 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

7 Consider the well-publicized implosions of WorldCom in 2001, Tyco in 2004 and Enron in 2001 along 
with Martha Stewart’s insider-training arrest in 2004.  
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sweeping reformative actions through the legal process is a function of lobbying, 

congressional debate, threats of presidential veto and exhaustive judicial decisions 

(among others). A concurring theme within the literature is the immediacy that certain 

forms of agitation and civil protest provide socially-responsible consumers hoping to 

either respond to corporate abuses or pre-empt future firm failures.   

What arises from the ashes when client-corporate trust is betrayed are social 

networks purposed with reforming corporate behavior. In the process, through boycotts, 

mass media events and civil protests, what also emerge are practices, guidelines and 

criteria that have the potential to form the basis of cultural change. While it could be 

argued that the efficacy of these best-practices rests on the nature of the movement or 

organization employing them (for example, non-profits with large endowments or 

headline-grabbing activist groups have the resources or media attention that help to bring 

critical attention to corporate abuses), Friedman’s research into the African-American 

civil rights movement point to instances where poor black communities in the American 

south – shunned initially by white media – employed extensive social networks and 

community-based strategies against buses with segregated seating policies to great effect 

(1999: 96). In fact, in the early-to-mid 20th Century, many consumer boycotts and other 

actions were organized by housewives concerned by issues affecting their families. These 

women were neither rich nor media-grabbers (at least in the beginning), and yet were 

able to force even temporary changes and reforms (Friedman, 1999). By and large, 

consumer actions are instruments of disadvantaged communities or those acting on behalf 

of said communities.   
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Drawing heavily from studies by Friedman on boycotts and Gabriel and Lang’s 

work on the boycotter, the thesis now moves onto a discussion of boycotts selective 

purchasing – two forms of consumer action: 

 

Boycotts 

For Micheletti, “economic globalization and concerns about global justice have… 

shifted the venue for politics to the market sphere and changed the orientation of action 

from pressure group politics and social movement agitation to targeting transnational 

corporations directly through purchasing choices and less conventional political 

methods” (2003: 14) Of these methods, the boycott remains the most widely used, 

primarily, she argues, because they effectively “make the politics of products visible to 

consumers” (Micheletti, 2003: 14). Boycotts have been employed in collective action as 

far back as there have been markets to revolt against.  For example, Breen provides a 

telling revision of the American revolution as a consumer revolt, stating that “what gave 

the American Revolution distinctive shape was an earlier transformation of the Anglo-

American consumer marketplace" (2004: 36).  Before Americans could resist the 

awesome might of the British empire, they needed first to develop sufficient trust in one 

another, despite their differences and distance. "Unless unhappy people develop the 

capacity to trust other unhappy people," Breen reasons, "protest remains a local affair 

easily silenced by traditional authority" (2004: 1). That trust developed during the 1760s 

and early 1770s, when colonists crafted a novel strategy: “a massive consumer boycott of 

British goods to pressure Parliament into rescinding provocative new taxes imposed 
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without colonial consent. Colonists began to think of themselves as Americans by 

reading newspapers, broadsides, and pamphlets that reported widespread protests and 

boycotts” (Taylor, 2004). That literature and strategy ultimately depended upon the prior 

proliferation of British goods in colonial markets, creating a unifying empire of consumer 

goods that eroded colonial parochialism. As consumers, diverse colonists could 

“communicate with each other about a common experience… Consumer goods provided 

the essential and "powerful link between everyday life and political mobilization” (Breen, 

2004: 19; Taylor, 2004). 

The first “boycott” in 1880 was named after Capt. Charles Cunningham Boycott, 

an English land agent in Ireland whose ruthlessness in evicting tenants led his employees 

to refuse all cooperation with him and his family. (Friedman, 1999)  Since then, boycotts 

have been used to negotiate labor disputes, protest unjust pricing structures, pursue civil 

rights, protect the environment and encourage corporate reform. Both consumer and 

business groups have resorted to the method, along with anti-corporate activists, 

university students and religious groups. Friedman describes the boycott as “attempts to 

use marketplace means to secure what may or may not be marketplace ends…. urging 

consumers to withdraw selectively from participation in the marketplace.” (1999: 5) In 

most instances, it seems that the very threat of a boycott is itself an action able to garner 

corporate attention; in some cases, the actual boycott never occurs. It merely exists as a 

public promise by consumer activists that they are indeed concerned and watching 

actively to see if their needs are met lest their grievances be taken to the media.  
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Boycott history offers a diverse array of considerations and manifestations for this 

type of action; boycotts, for example, may be either primary or secondary. Primary 

boycotts are directed at the intended corporate entity; for example, a typical primary 

boycott is the refusal of aggrieved employees and their supporters to purchase the goods 

or services of an employer. A secondary boycott occurs when the aggrieved party 

attempts either to boycott a third party or to coerce it into joining an ongoing boycott. 

Time durations also vary, from short, medium to long-term, though given the implication 

that an end to a boycott may signal its failure, endpoints are not always disclosed. What is 

asked of the participating consumer to boycott also varies: from commodity boycotts  

(refraining from buying brands in a product or service category), brand-name boycotts 

(brand blacklist) or single-firm boycotts (manufacturer, retailer, distributor, etc) to partial 

boycotts that ask consumers to refrain highly-specified items (such as produce priced 

after a certain amount or sold on a given day) (Friedman, 1999). 

As discussed briefly beforehand, some actions need not proceed past what 

Friedman refers to as the action-considered stage, or an announcement that an action is 

being considered. They escalate further from action requests to actual organizations and 

execution. Many groups, however, rarely go past the first two phases as publicity 

endeavors seeking to gain media support. In the absence of resources, certain activists 

rely solely on media-directed campaigns focused on smearing corporate images with 

press releases and non-traditional reportage (such as blogs and podcasts).8  Boycotts 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

8 Podcasts are digitally recorded sound clips that are uploaded to a web-based application that is then 
available to anyone with Internet access. These have become increasingly popular for amateur DJs and 
functions similarly to blogs in that podcasts typically bypass edits and reviews and are communicated 
directly to consumers.   
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further differ according to their function (some are instrumental with specific strategies 

outlined or can be symbolic with the sole purpose of venting frustration). Boycott targets 

also vary, from surrogates (where resources cannot launch a mass action against a 

corporate multi-national, some actions can be taking against their local affiliates); to 

travel (the boycott of travel to and even products from a certain city, region or country); 

to boycotts against companies with headquarters in a blacklisted area. (Friedman, 1999) 

Boycott efficacy is a function of micro and macro successes that can either be a 

direct result of or a residual component of a certain action. Friedman distinguishes 

between these categories by defining tactical versus strategic victories. For example, 

campaigns by animal rights groups to ban animal-testing in the development of cosmetics 

can result in both a tactical and strategic victory should a company decide to discontinue 

animal testing because the action produced a decrease in both the practice (tactical) and 

the overall amount of pain and suffering inflicted upon animals (strategic). A contrast 

would be antiwar campaigns that successfully boycott consumer goods manufacturers 

with ties to military industry; while the former can sever ties to appease activists 

(resulting in a tactical victory), the latter could continue to produce weaponry under 

different auspices (a strategic failure).  

Success is also determined by the actors themselves. In previous paragraphs, the 

thesis asserts that consumer action was typically an instrument of the marginalized 

against an oppressive institution. Friedman and Gabriel and Lang both offer cases within 

civil-rights and minority-equality groups where those who are afforded the least amount 

of agency are able to enact significant changes and gains. From the African-American 
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struggle against segregation, to women’s solidarity against sweat-shop labor, to Asian-

American protests against racist television narratives to the gay and lesbian battle for 

domestic partnership, boycotts (or even the threat of a boycott) have been employed to 

varying degrees of success in both producing changes in corporate policy and changes in 

cultural norms. For example, gay and lesbian consumer advocacy has yielded tactical 

victories in some corporate adoption of domestic partnership; meanwhile, the visibility of 

gays and lesbians as a result of such action has also resulted in a strategic victory in 

making gay and lesbian experiences increasingly part of the cultural mainstream.  

However, success in these situations is a condition of strong social networks and the use 

of media-savvy communication devices on the part of the activists, as well as a favorable 

response by mainstream consumers to what is considered a “sexy,” attention-grabbing 

plight. This topic will be further discussed in forthcoming case-studies, but for now, 

consider that success is largely contingent on a social movement’s ability to optimize 

their position in a cultural environment. 

 

Buycotts 

Otherwise known as “selective or ethical purchasing,” establishing a pro-

consumption campaign that rewards responsible companies with endorsements and 

occasional promotion has become a new and contentious tactic for actors who have 

typically engaged in more reactive (or even combative) strategies. Even Friedman asserts 

that while buycotting provides a conceptual breakthrough for consumer activists in that 

they begin to establish more cooperative relationships with reformed corporations, it is 
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complicated by the fact that rewarded commodities vary in quality, not just social 

responsibility (1999: 211). While a product may have been responsibly manufactured, it 

must still pass minimal standards of quality and value to adhere to consumer preferences 

for both style and substance. The goal for consumer virtue is not to substitute consumer 

habits, but to augment current price, quality and aesthetic value-criteria with a 

consideration for social-impact. In other words, hats, gloves and shoes made by fair-wage 

textile workers may be responsible, but these accessories still need to look and feel good.  

Where Friedman’s seminal work on anti-consumption actions ends, Harrison, 

Newholm and Shaw’s more recently published work on “The Ethical Consumer” picks-

up with an extensive exploration of pro-consumption measures that speak directly to the 

mission of this paper (2005). Beginning with the simplicity of the idea that while “you 

[cannot] do everything through what you buy, but that you can do something,” the editors 

cite significant changes in both consumer and corporate culture that point to consumption 

as the avenue for creating change – ironically as a result of years of successful selective 

actions against participation in the market economy. Particular to the United Kingdom, 

investment in ethical trust has surpassed ₤ 4 billion mark. In the US, portfolios screened 

for social impact now holds over $214 trillion in assets. There are now over 250 retail fair 

trade products in the UK encompassing industries such as coffee, tea, chocolate, snacks, 

sugar, and other consumables. According to the Ed Mayo, Chief Executive of the UK’s 

National Consumer Council, “From these beginnings, there are many markets in which 

ethical consumers have had a significant effect – from animal testing, and lead in petrol 
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through to organics and animal welfare in farming. Ethical consumerism has grown to be 

a force to be reckoned with” (Harrison, Newholm and Shaw, 2005: ii).  

From Nike’s reforms after consumer-directed protests against its sweatshop-

reliant manufacturing processes made it the poster-company of labor abuse; to American 

Apparel’s mission-infused commitment to fair-wages and eco-practices, there are new 

swathes (and reincarnations) of businesses who have recognized the potential for 

responding to increasing consumer-social-responsibility. However, as companies 

continue to build responsible brands, there arises the question of criteria and oversight: 

how ‘ethical’ is ‘ethical enough,’ and how do we negotiate between quality and 

conscience? Are we indeed performing our civic duty by buying a cause-aligned product 

without following through with volunteering for that cause or advocating the campaign? 

Does activism stop at the cash register? Is it important to consider further action beyond 

the purchase so long as the exchange reinforces CSR? The answer lies in the currently 

evolving goal of the ethical-consumer movement: does it act to produce responsible 

consumers, or consumption-conscious citizens? 

 

Corporate Response 
That companies are reliant on their clients is arguably an intuitive assumption; 

more importantly, firms are beholden to the changing realities that inform the competitive 

criteria around them. As Andrew Wilson of Ashridge Management College once noted, 

“today, there is a growing acceptance of the view that if business is to prosper, the 

environment in which it operates must prosper, too.” (Willmott, 2001: 73) Arguably, one 
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can say this condition is dependent on how consumer-oriented an industry is (fashion 

houses are arguably more susceptible than, say, weapons manufacturers). However, while 

this thesis’ focus on the consumer goods and retail industries suggests that these are more 

susceptible to consumer action than others, take note that Greenpeace and other 

environmental groups (oft regarded as the vanguards of ethical consumerism) focuses 

many of its market campaigns against energy and extractive industries. The key concern, 

however, is one of degrees: yes, companies are beholden to their customers – but to what 

extent? How will certain corporations be affected should changes in its customers’ habits 

occur? 

As previously discussed, a major point of corporate vulnerability that a civic-

action group can exploit is that company’s public image. Once again, how susceptible a 

company is to an erosion in its public relations is likely a function of how consumer-

oriented it is (arguably, Nike – an object of globally-publicized consumer criticism - is 

more demonstrably susceptible than HalliBurton, whose profitability is tied far less to 

consumer concern). That said, a cross reference of Halliburton stock prices during the 

first half of the Iraq-US conflict and news articles detailing public scorn over the 

company’s alleged war-profiting reveals a sharp dip in share value (incidentally, share 

prices have yet to return to pre-conflict levels).9 It remains inconclusive whether public 

scrutiny was the sole contributor to the company’s loss in share value; however, it can be 

feasibly demonstrated that ignoring public perception is hardly a policy a client-centered 

company can adhere to.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

9 Data retrieved from http://finance.google.com on March 1, 2006. 
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Indeed, according to Weissman (who wrote about the anti-globalization riots in 

Seattle, 1999), “it would be a big mistake to dismiss [protests, boycotts and other forms 

of virtuous consumption] as nothing more than a public nuisance, with little potential to 

change things. It already has changed things… Protests organized through the Internet 

succeeded in scuttling the OECD’s planned Multilateral Agreement on Investment in 

1998; then came the greater victory in Seattle, where the hoped-for launch of global trade 

talks was aborted” (2000). In the early 2000’s, consumer pressure groups successfully 

swayed the decisions of a number of firms and institutions: Global Exchange, for 

instance, is an outfit of 40 people based in San Francisco, and an avid believer in street 

protest. The organization claims that its actions compelled Starbucks into promising to 

sell “fair trade” coffee beans in its cafés.10  While Starbucks admitted that it had planned 

to do this anyway, pressure from consumer groups was the final impetus for firm 

agreement (Weissman, 2000).  

Similarly, “anti-sweatshop” campaigns, mostly in America and mostly student-

led, have had effects well beyond the university campus. According to Weissman, “a 

coalition of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), student groups and UNITE, the 

textile workers’ union, for instance, recently sued clothing importers, including Calvin 

Klein and Gap, over working conditions in the American commonwealth of Saipan in the 

Pacific. Faced with litigation and extended public campaigns against their brands, 17 

companies settled (others, including Gap, are still fighting the case)” (Weissman, 2000). 

The deal secured promises for firms to improve working conditions and to subject their 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

10 “Fair trade” coffee is supposedly bought at a price that offers peasant producers a “living wage”, 
rather than at the “exploitative” price paid for commercial coffee (Weissman, 2000). 
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factories to third-party monitors (here, a Massachusetts-based group named Verité, which 

is part of a growing industry of organizations dedicated to inspecting labor conditions in 

third-world factories )(Weissman, 2000).  

Clearly, actions in the market-space are yielding interesting outcomes, 

particularly for consumer groups who have become emboldened both by a growing 

portfolio of successes and a remarkable mid-2000s rush of social-networking 

technologies that seem tailored made to the needs of collective actors. Indeed, brand 

attacks, collective information sharing and distribution along with other areas of 

organizing concern owe much of their present and future efficacy to the simultaneous rise 

in the adoption of Internet and mobile telephony as tools for managing networks and 

collective action. According to Weissman’s report of the 1999 “Battle for Seattle”, “The 

Internet has proven to be a crucial tool in organizing these groups for protest; it has also 

directly furnished the protesters, once organized, with a potent weapon. E-mail makes it 

much easier not only to gather activists and disseminate information, but also to bombard 

a target with protests from around the world. As Debra Spar of the Harvard Business 

School points out, the activists have globalized faster than the firms they target. Global 

Exchange’s online anti-Gap campus-organizing kit has pro forma letters to send to the 

company, anti-Gap flyers and suggested slogans and chants. All are easily downloaded. It 

is hardly surprising that firms are often wrong-footed” (2000).  

So what makes these technologies special? Why have they become so heavily 

used by collective movements and, particularly, consumer activists? For this the paper 
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now turns to a discussion of the rise of digital action and the power contained in one of 

the most ubiquitous and innocuous devices in the world: the mobile telephone. 
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Chapter 3.  The Rise of Digital Action 

 

Imagine it is 1999 and you have just heard about a non-profit organization 

focused on an issue that affects your community, even your family. This non-profit has a 

website, to which you quickly log onto once you get access to an Internet connection.  In 

1999, most websites followed a set of conventions that mimicked the pamphlets that were 

usually mailed or passed out on the street. Overall, the site – like a good little brochure - 

does a great job of educating you about the issue, archiving past and current actions and 

linking you with other websites and resources. Users type their email to join a list-serve 

for news from the cause’s legislation monitors and guides to where users can purchase 

fairly-traded produce from small farms; as you subscribe to the broadcast, you find that 

you are also joining a collective of like-minded peers concerned about your issue. 

However, you quickly find that your ability to act, let alone dialogue with other users, is 

greatly limited; after all, users can only receive news but not respond to them, and the 

website disallows you from posting concerns or even contacting other “members.” And 

even if you were able to “talk” to other users, you would only be known by your email (at 

the most) or a screen-name that fails to convey anything about who you are.  

In other words, you are connected to the cause, but disconnected from the 

community; and while you may continue to buy brands advertised on the website because 

of their responsible manufacturing practices, for you – and others like you - to act beyond 

the cash register will take more than an email. Incidentally, for the cause to achieve 

tangible social change, it must compel consumers to move from the point of purchase to 
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activity within the movement itself. Because ethical consumption (and, for the sake of 

this thesis, corporate social responsibility) cannot be sustained as a common cultural 

practice unless shoppers move from ad hoc acts of ethical consumption to adopting 

consistent behaviors of virtuous consumption. Just how this can be accomplished through 

user-driven information and communication technologies is the focus of the following 

chapter.  

The scenario above describes both the strengths and deficiencies of the way early 

(and in many ways, current) social movements adopted information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) into their modus operandi. It also illustrates the variables underlying 

the thesis: that inclusion of ICT adoption by social movements and cause organizations in 

market-oriented campaigns strengthens the market-space as a site for political 

engagement. Once again, the simultaneous rise of ethical consumption and growing 

adoption of Internet and mobile communications is posited not as a coincidental 

consequence, but a highly correlated pair of events. In fact, this chapter would ever assert 

that given both the increase of ICT use within the social sphere in general, their adoption 

in social movement strategies can be seen as vital (if not necessary).11 However, in this 

thesis, ICTs are catalysts for civic action, not the sole progenitor; indeed, ICTs are 

posited as only part of a holistic strategy for achieving social change. ICTs do not 

displace other forms of communications; indeed, general ICT adoption has matured to the 

point where users now engage in ‘media- multiplicity,’ or the ability to juggle multiple 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

11 Further discussed in the next chapter, according to the 5th “Surveying the Digital Future” report from the 
University of Southern California in 2005, over 78.6% of Americans went online and spent 13.3 hours 
browsing per week; almost two-thirds of Americans (66.2%) used the Internet from home and of these 
users, communicating through email and instant messaging while web surfing and reading the news ranked 
the highest in a range of uses. 
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channels of communication at once. Nevertheless, that ICTs are globally ubiquitous and 

1) provide unfettered and broad access to state and firm information, 2) lower transaction 

costs for collective organizing, 3) widen the scope and velocity of action and 4) imbed 

individualized, user-driven action in peripheral social networks presents its use and 

development as a powerful component to social movements and market-oriented 

campaigns hereafter. 

What follows in this chapter is a review of the emerging literature and research 

regarding digital communication technologies and their affects on both social movements 

and individual consumer agency. The thesis answers a critique by Robert Putnam on how 

network technologies like the Internet are too individuating to promise any real social 

interconnectedness with Mark Granovetter’s weak-ties as a way to explain why loose 

digitally-mediated networks do better in proliferating information and augment social 

capital. The paper will proceed with a review of ICT use in social movements followed 

by a review of the Pew survey on Internet use and social capital and a case-study of 

mobile-phone-enabled responses to social need; the paper then concludes with a 

discussion of how use of ICTs by cause-groups and pressure movements currently fail in 

engaging and empowering individual consumers and lead into the consequent chapter’s 

discussion on how social software and other emerging web applications can offer some 

solutions to Putnam’s critique.  

The term “information and communication technologies” (ICTs) is widely used to 

describe a range of technologies for gathering, storing, retrieving, processing, analyzing 

and transmitting information. As the building blocks of the global network economy, 
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these analog and digital technologies include land and mobile telephony, cable, satellite 

and radio, computers, information networks and software.12 For the purpose of this 

thesis, ICTs will refer mostly to electronic, computer-based technologies such as the 

Internet along with digital mobile communications. Indeed, distinctions between the two 

continue to blur with the release of mobile phones with ever-increasing computational 

capacity. Mobile communication devices are now equipped with applications once 

exclusively reserved for desktop computers. However, what truly connects these two 

technologies is that they are also ‘social-networking devices’ (SNDs) devoted to creating, 

maintaining and strengthening social ties. While the term ‘SND’ can also encompass 

more traditional forms of communication (like letters and leaflets), what makes digital 

social-networking devices like the Internet this paper’s topic of interest is its ubiquity 

within social movements.  

Although discussed in detail later in the chapter, it bears mentioning here the key 

advantages digital SNDs have over “traditional” communication mediums like face-to-

face interaction. In other words, what can one accomplish with digital technologies that 

they cannot in person or through the postal service? The quick answer is one of cost and 

convenience: it tends to be more convenient to email someone than to relay the message 

in person; furthermore, it is far easier to email multiple people from one’s desktop or 

even mobile phone than to gather them in one place. Also, once the cost of acquiring the 

technology is accounted for, digital devices also lower the costs in both person-to-person 

and person-to-many communication; consider, for example, the dramatic cost difference 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

12 Data retrieved March 1, 2006 from http://cyber.law.harvard.edu/readinessguide/glossary.html#I 
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between mailing one-thousand letters at thirty-nine cents each every month versus 

sending an email to the same recipients at no extra cost whether the broadcast is sent 

every month or every week. In reality, the question of either/or with regards to digital 

versus traditional media is irrelevant given their mutual occurrence: as demonstrated by 

the Pew Internet and American Life survey, users ICTs enhance, not supplant, face-to-

face interaction. The advantages of in-person contacts (for example, the immediate 

feeling of community; that physically active and tangible acts like meetings and marches 

provide stronger incentives for belonging than online chat rooms) are often strengthened 

by the convenience and cost-saving qualities of ICTs.  

From consumer to consumer, electronic communication devices have empowered 

individuals by providing access to information on corporate abuses and malpractices, 

invitations to join advocacy networks as well as announcements of opportunities to 

reward corporate compliance with white-lists of approved responsible products and 

services (Harrison, 2005: 58-59). Websites like www.ethicalconsumer.org, 

www.scorecard.org, www.transnationale.org and  www.idealswork.com allow consumers 

to rate the social responsibility of a wide number of corporations while shopping guides 

on sites like www.fairtrade.org.uk, www.transfairusa.org, www.worldstock.com, 

www.sweatshopwatch.org and www.sweatfree.org provide updated lists of co-operatives, 

fair trade organizations and responsible companies and products that actively uphold 

values consistent with sustainable consumption and positive social impact (Berry & 

McEachern, 2005: 75). According to Harrison, this increased access to information has in 

turn caused a shift in market power from the “producer to the consumer” (2005: 55). 
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Globalization and de-regulation, while rendering many communities vulnerable to 

corporate abuse, has also augmented consumer market-influence by increasing choice 

and competition.   

The adoption of information and communication technologies by cause-groups is 

not posited as the only tool that movements can employ to achieve certain ends. 

Websites, emails, text messages and mobile calls, while becoming increasingly important 

in human communications overall, would do better to connect with other tactics as part of 

a comprehensive strategy – especially within market campaigns (market and consumer-

oriented activities that have become popular amongst cause-groups because of their 

dramatic and immediate affect on media attention and policy change) (van de Donk, 

2004).  However, throughout the extensive literature on ICTs and social movements, 

there appears a consensus that (much like the previous chapter’s discussion on the 

virtuous consumer) political/ social/ cultural/ economic environments are forever altered 

by the convenience and unprecedented immediacy of electronic communication 

(Dahlgren, 2004). The ability for movements to inform constituents, recruit new members 

and alert the media to forthcoming actions with greater ease demonstrates how ICTs have 

significantly lowered the transaction costs involved in social organizing.  

However, is the environment changed by the arrival of digital technology, or are 

these devices developed in accordance with existing social realities? On this issue, there 

is consensus across the literature that technologies respond to a citizenry greatly 

disaffected by traditional forms of civic engagement and prone to developing their own 

definition of political involvement; specifically, technologies may exist, but they are 
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transformed by adopters who demand certain qualities and capacities to meet their needs 

(van de Donk, 2004). With specific regard to the United States, Peter Dahlgren regards 

“economic insecurity, unemployment, low wages, declining social services, growing 

class cleavages, ecological dilemmas, and a sense of powerlessness among many 

citizens” as contributing to a general decline in support and participation, voter turnout 

and party loyalty along with a growing climate of public cynicism (2004). While this may 

signal a retreat from public life, in actuality, like the previus chapter’s discussion of the 

market-space, such conditions breed innovation and creativity in those that wish to 

participate - but on their own terms. Hinting at the emergence of the market-space, 

Dahlgren notes that “we also have evidence of alternative developments, a more 

optimistic renewal of democracy, largely outside the parliamentarian context, than can be 

said to represent forms of alternative or ‘new politics’, ‘life politics’, ‘life-style politics’, 

or ‘sub-politics’” (2004). Citizens and consumer are engaged, but in different avenues 

that are more closely tied to identity than strict political ideology. And in this shift from 

the party to the personal do we find the impetus for the adoption of ICTs and social 

networking devices: they offer users direct, relatively less-expensive and demonstrably 

effective ways to actualize designs for social change.   

Ironically, Putnam’s seminal work on social capital also points to the decline in 

civic duty within modern society but credits technology like television and the Internet as 

enabling rather than emancipating factors.  Putnam’s critique of technology as 

contributing to a loss in social capital is, in part, resolved by Granovetter’s suggestion 

that loose social networks are better suited to the dissemination of information provide a 
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foundation of questions and concerns that subsequent chapters on social-software and 

Web 2.0 will seek to resolve. It also situates the thesis’ theoretical framework in social 

networks and the importance of interconnectedness. While discussion of how and why 

digital social networking devices like the Internet and mobile telephony came into being 

are beyond the scope of this thesis, books like Lawrence Lessig’s Code (1999) do well to 

illustrate that, if nothing else, social networking devices were and always will be just that: 

social and purposed with helping consumers maintain an increasingly dispersed portfolio 

of social networks (Pew, 2006). That these devices connect people is a given – the 

question this thesis asks is how well they empower virtuous consumer to protect, change 

or reform their surrounding circumstance.  

 

 

Technology, Social Capital and Weak Ties 
In suggesting that ICTs help empower users to be more civically active, the paper 

also suggests that ICTs contribute to a consequent increase in social capital amongst its 

adopters. But what is ‘social capital’? Fukuyama describes social capital as “an 

instantiated informal norm that promotes cooperation between two or more individuals” 

that are as simple as reciprocity between friends to complex doctrines like Christianity or 

Confucianism (1999). Pertinent to the discussion of networked virtuous consumption is 

his assertion that “not just any set of instantiated norms constitutes social capital; they 

must lead to cooperation in groups and therefore are related to traditional virtues like 

honesty, the keeping of commitments, reliable performance of duties, reciprocity, and the 
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like”(Fukuyama, 1999). Individuals must cooperate within groups to achieve certain ends 

(like the creation of ethical goods through socially-responsible means).  

Without romanticizing social capital, both Fukuyama and Putnam remind readers 

that achieving cooperative ends on the basis of shared norms can be accomplished by any 

social group: from civil rights organizations to the Ku Klux Klan. Group solidarity 

usually comes at the price of the exclusion of a non-member (the “us-versus-them” 

mentality), and consumer networks (digital and otherwise) are no different: e-commerce 

sites like www.buyblue.org13 or www.redstatestore.com14 purport to serve and strengthen 

members of a given political ideology by providing products of the appropriate 

messaging while actively excluding (if not vilifying) the opposition. Though an extreme 

example, one can also argue that any website that seeks to provide services to one group 

will naturally alienate anyone whose views do not conform accordingly.  

In his seminal work on the decline of social capital in modern America, Putnam 

regards technology as a contributing factor to communal disintegration, not the solution. 

Amidst thriving online communities built upon discussion boards, chat portals and list-

serves, Putnam describes the Internet as the “simulacra of social organization,” 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

13 BuyBlue’s mission statement proclaims to “support businesses that share our progressive values and 
ideals. We believe in a triple bottom line: people, planet and profit. BuyBlue.org uses our power as 
consumers to vote with our wallets, supporting businesses that abide by sustainability, workers' rights, 
environmental standards, and corporate transparency. At the same time, BuyBlue.org focuses sharply on 
businesses that violate the essential values of a sustainable, fair and profitable society through their policies 
and the politicians they support.” (Retrieved on March 1, 2006 from www.buyblue.org).  

14 According to MetroSpy, “the Red State Store is owned by conservatives. Unlike those artificial 
'conservative' gift shops, such as Cafe Press, we truly believe in strong conservative values. Our Red State 
staff is proud of our conservative American values.In matters relating to the 'War on Terror', at Red State 
Store, we fully support our military. In our view, our guys are free to take out any suspected terrorist in any 
way they see fit.” (Retrieved on March 1, 2006 from www.redstatestore.com).  
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questioning whether “virtual social capital” is a contradiction in terms and asking if 

social capital can really exist online (2000: 170). Citing a 1999 study of Internet use that 

indicated no difference in civic engagement between net users and non-users,  Putnam 

suggests that the net attracted reclusive technophiles whose interaction ended when they 

logged-off while luring otherwise engaged citizens into sedated, physically individuated 

spaces (2000: 171). And while the Internet is touted as the ultimate distribution channel 

for information, Putnam cautions that unless content is received and imbedded in a social 

context that helps to filter desired news from the growing cacophony of online media, the 

medium can actually transmit less information than face-to-face interaction (2000: 173-

174). 

The crux of Putnams’ argument lies in the ease by which Internet users engage in 

non-physical interaction. Social networks based on computers can be organized by shared 

interests, but it is the lack of shared space (where identities can be more easily verified 

and actions immediately actualized) that informs his concern; social norms, he argues, 

can be skewed online due to malleable identities and warped social hierarchies. 

Furthermore, applications that facilitate civic expression (like automated email blasts to 

congressional offices) are viewed as shortcuts to public engagement producing little more 

than the “[continued exacerbation] of the imbalance between talking and listening,” each 

supposedly prominent conditions of modern disengagement (2000: 174). Interestingly, 

Putnam’s critique mirror the critiques against virtuous consumption: that the notion of 

‘shopping for change’ is too convenient to provide the work ethic seemingly required by 

civic duty and that such actions are too ad hoc to provide any long-lasting solution to 
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social problems (Michelleti, 2003: 160). In both cases, however, it is the perceived 

weakness of ease and convenience that strengthens the argument that emails and 

shopping are viable forms of participation in that they lower entry barriers to those less-

disposed to traditional civic mechanisms.  

Putnam outlines four major challenges to community building through Internet-

mediated means (each challenge is counter critiques under the context of currently 

available technologies). First, the digital divide between those with access to digital 

technology and the larger global community without it remains a critical concern to many 

who view access to ICTs as the defining litmus test between poverty and economic well-

being. ICT development in chronically resource-challenged areas has been a significant 

component of development work in recent years, with a growing body of literature that is 

beyond the scope of this paper to address. That said, a growing number of websites such 

as www.digitaldivide.org, www.digitaldivide.net and www.developmentgateway.org 

have archived a vast collection of articles and papers on how the divide continues to 

contract as more and more people throughout the world “log-on.” Although many 

communities continue to be left behind in the market rush to incorporate the ever-

expanding capacities of the digital frontier, forthcoming chapters will reference a number 

of articles that address some reassuring instances that access to new technologies is 

expanding. Given the paper’s focus on ICT and consumer agency, bridging the divide is 

an important consideration, especially if denial of access (to information, online networks 

and a more immediate avenue for message dissemination) is equated with a denial to 

collective bargaining.  
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Second, Putnam decries the supposed inability of online communication to 

convey the nuances of face-to-face interaction. From body language to vocal tone, the 

range of social conventions imbedded in our physical expression is something 

predominantly text-based electronic communication cannot articulate. This loss of social 

cues renders social capital as “a pre-requisite for, rather than a consequence of, effective 

computer mediated communication” because it requires a social context for messages not 

to be misconstrued  (Putnam, 2000: 177). While a majority of digital interaction occurs 

through text (chats, emails, web posts, blogs and discussions), non textual sites like 

www.flickr.com (which helps users “communicate” through photos) and the practice of 

video-blogging (community-building through uploads of digital films) continue to grow 

as alternatives to the “nuance-free” form of text-based expression.  

Third, cyber-balkanization (or online segregation) is another concern, particularly 

in the Internet’s seemingly paradoxical ability to provide a user with a universe of 

immensely diverse information as well as opportunities to contain her exposure to a 

specific world tailored to her preferences. In other words, offline segregation is mirrored 

online, and the Internet is said to do little more than strengthen existing or potential ties 

within targeted interests (Putnam, 2000: 180).  While Internet applications like searches 

and tags do allow users to filter media according to specific desires, other web 

conventions, like www.Amazon.com’s “recommended purchase” application (which 

“suggests” other items related to the item bought) and even www.Friendster.com‘s 

commitment to the extended, vicarious network illustrate how a user’s experience need 

not be so insular. On popular social-networking sites like Friendster, www.MySpace.com 
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or www.Facebook.com, members are asked to define and attach their profiles to strong, 

intimate ties while allowing second and third-degree “friends” (the “friend-of-a-friend”) 

to explore their profiles to see if having mutual, albeit vicarious contacts contributes to 

their compatibility. In many cases, in the emerging world of social software (and to an 

extent, in the world of pre-social software), the acquisition of peripheral network contacts 

becomes just as important as maintaining intimate ties.  

Germane to the popular social-networking websites aforementioned, peripheral 

contacts bring new information and experiences, as in the case of blog communities 

which are entirely predicated on extended networks. In accordance with Granovetter’s 

“strength of weak ties” theory, heterodox individuals at the periphery of a given 

community’s social network are better able to hop from one group to another and thereby 

become bearers of new ideas. In contrast, traditional social groups composed of a large 

number of identical, self-contained social units (like tribes, clans, religious sects, etc) 

sharing the same norms and information have fewer opportunities for weak ties among 

the segments that make it up, and therefore pass on information, innovation, and human 

resources less easily (Granovetter, 1973). Granovetter describes these weak ties as 

essential to the full development of both society and the individual, warning that: 

“Individuals with few weak ties will be deprived of information from distant parts of the 

social system and will be confined to the provincial news and views of their close friends. 

This deprivation will not only insulate them from the latest ideas and fashions but may 

put them in a disadvantaged position … Furthermore, such individuals may be difficult to 

organize or integrate into political movements of any kind, since membership in 

movements or goal-oriented organizations typically results from being recruited by 

friends. While members of one or two cliques may be efficiently recruited, the problem is 
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that, without weak ties, any momentum generated in this way does not spread beyond the 

clique. As a result, most of the population will be untouched” (Granovetter, 1973). 

 

For modern users of the Internet, both ties are maintained simultaneously, allowing for 

the preservation of certain identities and preferences through applications like email 

while also inviting feedback and commentary from peripheral ties through blog posts and 

profile avatars.  

 Putnam’s fourth and last concern is the question of whether the Internet will 

become nothing more than a better telephone (an inheritor of the legacy of 

communication) or a better television (inheritor of the legacy of content distribution) 

(Putnam, 2000). With the advent of voice-over-Internet-protocol (otherwise known as 

VOIP, which allows users to talk through Internet connections rather than traditional 

phone lines) and legal content distribution services like I-Tunes (which currently 

distributes songs, albums, television shows and movies), one can easily argue that the 

Internet has become equally adept at inheriting both legacies. It is a communication 

medium as well as a highly profitable distribution channel; but what this means for 

consumer advocates and their ability to create consumer demand for socially-responsible 

goods becomes a function of how well these movements can adopt new technologies 

without disengaging the individual user. That the Internet (and increasingly, the mobile 

phone) has become a powerful disseminator for both message and content provides 

significant opportunities for pressure groups engaging in typically media-heavy market-

campaigns. Let’s now examine how social movements have incorporated ICTs into their 
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strategies and continue to address Putnam’s concerns by exploring ways that these 

ubiquitous technologies augment, not hinder, social capital. 

 

 

Social Movements, Market Campaigns and ICTs 
In concurrence with Putnam, this paper asserts that information must exist within 

a social context for it to be both relevant and effective. And indeed, the Internet functions 

entirely within social norms: its development and application are a direct reflection of the 

conventions, practices, regulations and shared deviances under which consumer use 

operates. However, what Putnam fails to account for is that social conventions change 

and the criteria for social capital and what makes a strong social network, therefore, also 

changes. Arguably, Putnam’s mistrust of technology as an atomizing device was valid in 

2000 in that the novelty of online communications rendered any assumptions about its 

potential to either empower or distract society ultimately naïve and premature given how 

much more the medium needed to develop (and continues to now). The Internet, as a 

product of a transforming political, social, cultural and economic reality is an 

appropriately diaphanous entity that nevertheless exists within a social context, albeit a 

new and ever-changing one.  

As previously stated, people have not retreated from public engagement, but have 

developed personal avenues for politics that have merged both public and private spheres 

of interest. The Internet, in response, has been developed accordingly. In fact, ICTs have 

yet to prove its potential for luring citizens back to the electoral process beyond modest 
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successes. Despite an increase in online marketing on behalf of recent elections, voter 

turnout saw only modest increases (Dahlgren, 2004). However, it is increasingly vital at 

the margins – informal politics are becoming increasingly reliant on ICTs to facilitate 

opportunities for participation that would not be possible otherwise. When used in 

concert with (and not a supplement to) traditional media, the Internet: 

“…offers new, innovate opportunities for mobilizing and organizing individuals. The 

new technologies, however, do not determine these innovations. The Internet provokes 

innovation, but this innovation has to be organized and disseminated. NGOs are 

especially innovative in this field: not only has the Internet helped these organizations, 

NGOs are also very important for the further development of the Internet.” (van de Donk, 

et. Al, 2004: 4) 

 

As case-studies for the efficacy of a given application, NGO activity provides software 

developers with insight into how to create better spaces for user interaction. As Dahlgren 

states, the Internet offers an “incomparable communicative civic space” that promotes 

“alternative or counter public spheres that can offer a new, empowering sense of what is 

mean to be a citizen” (Dahlgren, 2004). The question remains: what forms of 

organizational practices, communication and social relations do ICTs engender? And 

what impact do ICTs have on the democratic character of movements – specifically, the 

recruitment and retention of new members and the ever-important relationship between 

online and offline activity? 

In answering that, we must first define why “social movements” would be 

concerned with securing consumer demand for ethical goods.  Social psychologists see 

social movements as the product of rational, instrumentally oriented collective action 

which parallels economic entities functioning in a competitive field with scarce resources 
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(Garner & Tenuto, 1997).  Movements are not organizations but “networks of networks 

that both rest on and maintain a sense of collective identity… [and], unlike most 

thematically narrow and short-lived political campaigns, seek to change a given social 

(and political) order instead of only trying to modify an existing law or replace a political 

leader. In striving for social change, movements typically, though not exclusively, use 

‘unconventional’ means.” (van de Donk, 2004). Whether human chains or email chains, 

these means are typically purposed with achieving media attention and front-page 

exposure to a given cause or grievance. And what typically makes them so nebulous and 

hence hard to analyze is that their strength lies in blitzkrieg- style tactics of flexibility and 

mobility.  

According to Harrison, “it is almost exclusively cause groups and/or social 

movements which have begun to use and develop market campaigns and ethical 

consumer behavior to further their goals” (2005: 58). From the first boycott against an 

unfair land owner to the Montgomery City bus boycotts of the civil rights era, reasons 

why market-oriented campaigns persist as popular forms of civic protest are its 

demonstrable effectiveness in achieving goals and the aforementioned shift from civic 

engagement within traditional political institutions to engagement without or against said 

institutions. To illustrate, Harrison provides a number of examples, including: 

 

1. The Campbell’s Soup Boycott (1979-1986): a campaign to improve labor conditions 

amongst mostly Hispanic migrant workers in Ohio which began as a strike and later 

moved to the boycott of Campbell Soup Company products. Receiving wide support 
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from trade unions around the world and widespread media coverage, eventual threats 

from the National Council of Churches to boycott brought managers to the table 

whereupon an agreement was signed which guaranteed minimum standards. While 

the firm denied sales were affected, they did concede that the firm’s brand had been 

compromised.  

 

2. World Wildlife Fund and the FSC (1990s): environmental pressure groups pressure 

timber companies to harvest in a sustainable manner and succeeded in creating a 

“Forest Stewardship Council” certification brand that rewarded compliant companies. 

The FSC logo is now considered a standard-bearer indicating wood cultivated from 

certified farms, with over 20 percent of all wood products sold in the UK bearing the 

symbol. To sustain this campaign, consumers are urged to purchase FSC-labeled 

products. 

 

3. Peat extraction in the UK (1990 to present): A challenge to unsustainable harvesting 

of peat from sensitive habitats was launched by Friends of the Earth, UK which had 

as its targets consumers (encouraged to boycott) and industry (urged to produce peat 

alternatives). Boycotts, which were directed at peat and products from companies 

supplying it, were visible enough to attract action from peat shareholders who 

demanded reform.  
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4. Cafedirect (1991 to present): considered the most successful fairly-traded brand in 

the UK, this market-campaign success story has become, for many consumers, their 

opportunity to buy ethically.  Founded by non-profits and a worker’s co-operative, 

Cafedirect addresses the financial insecurity of coffee growers in developing 

countries while owing its success to a strategic focus on product quality, branding and 

marketing. While the company’s sales are admirable enough, what is more impressive 

is its residual affect on mainstream companies like Nestle and Kraft, both currently 

producing their own fair-trade product. By helping to create then respond to 

consumer demand for an ethical good, Cafedirect has produced an emerging industry 

standard of social-responsibility. (Harrison, 2005) 

 

The examples above illustrate the efficacy and growing importance of social movement 

attention to market-specific campaigns. They also demonstrate, in varying degrees, how 

ICTs can be incorporated into strategies concerning membership recruitment, media 

attention and overall awareness building. Cafedirect, for example, operates 

www.cafedirect.com, which provides detailed information on organic farming, fair trade 

and where their business model fit in the global coffee market.  Similarly, 

www.peatalert.org.uk provides information on peat ecology and urges consumers to take 

action against extraction. Overall, ICTs provide a space for information archiving and 

disbursement. Coupled with marketing and public relations campaigns, the websites 

provide a notion of transparency and legitimacy by displaying fresh information and 

inviting users to engage organizers through email.  
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 The most immediately discernable affects of ICTs are its direct relation to a 

group’s communication tactics. These have been typically based on the interaction 

between physically present members; from boycotts to protests to marches to roadblocks, 

there has always been a reliance on bodies to attract media attention and provide physical 

barriers to unwanted corporate advances. However, while social organizing has always 

relied on communication mediums like leaflets and newsletters to phones and fax 

machines, new ICTs allow social movements to reach new levels of mobilizing, building 

coalitions, information distribution, lobbying and campaigning (van de Donk, 2004: 54). 

Therefore, the relationship between online and offline activity is one of facilitation: the 

Internet facilitates the eventual use of traditional methods. Common online tools like 

email, newsgroups, mailing lists, forums, websites, and streaming content have been 

typically used to illicit support for physical tactics.  

Social movement theory views communication as a tool of resource mobilization 

(van de Donk, 2003: 55). Like business, cause-groups tend towards organization-building 

and professionalization, with ICTs lowering transaction costs thereby allowing groups to 

better mobilize resources. ICTs also liberate activists from over dependence on traditional 

media to communicate while also improving a movement’s capacity to act in a 

coordinated and coherent way across wide boundaries. Through this ability to organize 

despite geographic expanse, social movements have demonstrated a remarkable ability to 

incite civic action within individuals while imbedding such actions in a broader and far 

more powerful social networks. Evidence of the Internet’s ability to strengthen ties was 

demonstrated in a recent survey by the Pew survey on American Internet use.  
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The Strength of Internet Ties 
On January 25, 2006, the Pew Internet and American Life Project released a 

report stating “The Internet and email aid users in maintaining their social networks and 

provide pathways to help when people face big decisions” (Pew, 2006). Consequently 

cited in numerous websites, newspapers, news feeds, blogs, discussion boards, email 

broadcasts, fax blasts and press releases, the report provides “some actual data to the 

ancient armchair theorists debate about whether online media enable the creation of 

social capital or suck the life out of face to face communities.”15 The relevance of the 

study to the paper is clear: after a review of the extensive literature surrounding ICTs and 

social movements, the Pew survey provides some empirical support to the thesis’ claim 

that, indeed, digitally mediated interaction builds social capital, not dilute it. Furthermore, 

it lends evidence to the paper’s overall claim that digital media provides an effective 

avenue for collective action and political engagement.  

The report addresses a great debate regarding what the Internet is doing to 

(American) relationships and interconnectedness. Putnam has already articulated one side 

of the debate which laments the Internet’s alienating affect on people who are becoming 

increasingly removed from richer, more authentic relations; the other side, however, 

asserts the medium’s ability to enhance and expand relationships: geographically and 

socially. Allaying fears that America’s feeling of community will fade away in part 

because of the Internet, the survey confirms that communities and the patterns of social 

connection are not disappearing, but are in transformation: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

15 Blog entry on http://www.smartmobs.com/archive/2006/01/25/the_strength_of.html by “Howard” on 
January 25, 2006 at 1:58pm 
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“The traditional human orientation to neighborhood – and village-based groups is moving 

towards communities that are oriented around geographically dispersed social networks. 

People communicate and maneuver in these networks rather than being bound up in one 

solidary community. Yet people’s networks continue to have substantial numbers of relatives 

and neighbors – the traditional bases of community – as well as friends and workmates” (Pew, 

2006). 

 

Digital communications (via Internet and mobile phone) play an integral role in 

maintaining both dispersed social networks (weak ties) while seamlessly fitting into day-

to-day contact with intimate, face-to-face  relationships. Furthermore, the survey 

illustrates ‘media- multiplicity’: the more users meet up in person and talk on the phone, 

the more they also use the Internet. In this instance, the medium does concur in part with 

Putnam in that areas of ICT use do require a relational pre-condition. However, the 

situation is not so absolute: people do not just use the Internet to contact loved ones; they 

also employ the medium’s global network to cultivate and connect with new nodes.  

Apparently, this Internet-facilitated social networking pays-off, in that it offers 

users a greater network of contacts to turn to when they need help, solicit advice, or 

receive new information and ideas (once again, “weak ties”). However, given that these 

technologies are driven by personal use (one’s own email address/ a unique mobile phone 

number), searching for help is a person-to-person rather than group-to-group endeavor. 

And it is in this condition of “networked individualism”16 that a new basis for 

community is formed: “rather than relying on a single community for social capital, 

individuals often must actively seek out a variety of appropriate people and resources for 

difference situations” (Pew, 2006). The survey reports that:  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

16 “Networked Individualism” was coined by Barry Wellman in “The Social Affordances of the Internet for 
Networked Individualism,” which is accessible here: http://jcmc.indiana.edu/vol8/issue3/wellman.html 
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1. The Internet helps build social capital. Like our aforementioned concept of political 

activity, our sense of ‘community’ has changed. Internet users are less tied 

exclusively to intimate contacts, but willingly develop dispersed weak ties (2006: i).  

 

2. Widespread use of the Internet has moved society towards ‘networked individualism,’ 

which describes how acquisition of information is targeted and filtered according to 

individual preferences. For the purpose of the thesis, this becomes particularly 

important given its focus on individual consumer agency and how its affects are 

amplified when imbedded in a social network (2006: ii).  

 

3. The Internet supports, not supplants, and helps to cultivate social networks. Email, for 

example, does not take people away from in-person or phone contact, but it also 

facilitates building a wider network. Overall, Internet users have larger networks than 

non-users: the median size of an American’s network of core and significant ties is 35 

contacts; Internet users have a median of 37 contacts; non-users, 30 contacts (2006: 

iii).  

 

4. The one-to-many communication ability of emails is better than phone or in-person 

contact in maintaining large networks. ‘Glocalization’ describes email’s ability to 

simultaneously maintain both distant contacts and those living nearby (2006: iv).  
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5. Internet users, in general, have a greater likelihood of getting help as compared to 

non-users. People use the web to activate their social networks, particularly when 

they are looking for help. Furthermore, those with many “significant ties” of diverse 

backgrounds and circumstances are more likely to seek help from their networks. 

This is particularly significant in that American’s use information technologies to 

smooth their path to getting help (2006: v).  

 

6. Overall, the Internet as a superior source of information has led about 60 million 

American to credit the medium as having played a critical role in helping them deal 

with life decisions. In fact, the number of American’s relying on the Internet for 

major life decisions has increased by one-third since 2002. How? By providing users 

with choices and opportunities to compare options (2006: vii).  

 

As the Pew Survey indicates, like social movements, individual consumers have 

integrated ICTs into their communication behavior because it ultimately lowers the 

transactions costs and entry barriers of maintaining social networks; similarly, as users 

continue to adopt emails and mobile telephony as communications standards, these 

devices evolve according to new needs and desires. For example, that mobile phones are 

now equipped with organizers, calendars, cameras and music players along with wireless 

access to web browsing and emails speaks to the convergence of technologies as a 

response to consumer demand for devices that strengthen and enhance our ability to 

interconnect.  
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For social networking, the reduced cost and unprecedented immediacy by which 

users can transmit greetings, alerts and other information to a few or even a thousand 

contacts – either via email or a social-networking website – indicates the importance of 

this technology’s ability to embed individual activity within  collective action (Wellman, 

2002: 7-9). Consider, for example, Metcalfe’s law: that the value of a network equals 

approximately the square of the number of the users in the system.17 Created to explain 

the network effects of communication technologies, Metcalfe’s law states, if nothing else, 

that in the world of ICTs, no user can be disconnected from another. For the computer, 

phone, fax machine, mobile or any data-sharing enterprise to have any value, it must be 

connected to another.  

 After a discussion of Internet technology, the paper will now proceed with a brief 

analysis of a recent trend in ICT-enabled civic action: mobile-mediated philanthropy. 

Following the devastation wrought by tsunamis in the Indian Ocean, the early months of 

2005 witnessed a remarkable “revolution” or sorts in how consumers transformed an 

ubiquitous networking device (the mobile phone) into a powerful tool for social good. 

While raising billions of money in aid through short message service (“SMS” or “test 

messaging”), consumers were also able to further illustrate how ICTs can empower 

consumers to reclaim their social capital through virtuous consumerism. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

17 Date retrieved March 1, 2006 on http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metcalf's_Law 
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Mobile Philanthropy  
The following is an illustrative case-study of SMS-enabled resource mobilization 

programs. It is intended to demonstrate instances where an ICT technology was used as 

an effective tool for organizing fundraising efforts, gathering information, coordinating 

actions and providing consumers with quick, low-cost and convenient opportunities to 

exercise their potential for virtuous consumption. This is particularly well demonstrated 

in the mini-case of the Latin American mobileactivistas, a group of indigenous citizens 

who coordinated a successful campaign for land reclamation almost entirely through a 

touch-tone keypad (Oberman, 2005). Furthermore, each example of ‘mobile 

philanthropy’ demonstrates the previous chapter’s discussion of the sharing between the 

state, the firm and civic spheres of the responsibility over the public good. Once again, in 

the market-space of virtuous consumption, collective actions of resource mobilizations 

are not exclusive to the political nor civic realm, but is equally germane to the consumer-

driven  world of mobile telephony.  

On December 26th, 2004, a devastating earthquake in the Indian Ocean generated 

a tsunami that quickly inundated seaports and low-lying villages in some of the most 

economically impoverished areas of the world. Resulting in hundreds-of-thousands of 

deaths, millions of people displaced and up to billions of dollars in obliterated 

infrastructure, what is now considered one of the most devastating natural catastrophes in 

modern history has also become a global philanthropic success story. According to 

international news sources, millions of dollars, euros, yen and pounds poured into hastily-

assembled relief efforts within a matter of days; eleven million euros from Italy alone 
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matched Australian efforts totaling over fifteen million dollars – all amassed within a 

week of the disaster.18 While the outpouring of assistance from a truly global community 

is impressive enough, what makes this act of international altruism particularly powerful 

is that it was largely organized and executed using the smallest, most ubiquitous of 

modern devices : the mobile phone.  

The near-omnipresence and efficiency of digital mobile communications 

transform its devices into powerful tools for affecting social change through the ease by 

which its users can organize micro-donation schemes and collective action. By infusing 

market consumption with humanitarian aid, savvy non-profit entities and socially 

progressive mobile service providers are contributing to an emerging culture of “mobile 

philanthropy.” Recognizing a growing need (or rather, market) for innovative giving 

mechanisms, digital donation facilitators such as M-Donate and The Wireless Giving 

Association have sprung (not surprisingly during the most accelerated increase of world-

wide mobile phone usage) to help charities and political groups mine the social networks 

created by mobile telephony for fundraising opportunities. While 2005 tsunami efforts 

can now be used as an ideal (if not, the standard) for how digital communications can 

efficiently channel resources, it was not the first time such efforts were attempted. 

Indeed, research reveals that charitable giving mediated by short-message-services (SMS) 

existed as “early” as 2001.19  

 With the ease of information sharing through digital communicative devises such 

as SMS (text-messaging) and MMS (multi-media message service), it is quickly 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

18 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from www.textually.org  
19 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from www.textually.org
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conceivable how mobile phones can contribute to the mass-mobilization of its users and 

their resources. However, it is far less clear how this heavily-networked mode of 

communication affects our interactions with others – especially those whose very 

salvation seemed at one time entirely dependent on the dance of thumbs above miniscule 

keypads. Are we any more informed about global poverty, the daily ravages of starvation, 

the wide-spread urgency for sanitation or aware that true aide to tsunami victims requires 

a possibly decade-long commitment for social and structural resuscitation? Furthermore, 

are we any more apt to act on addressing these dire concerns now that a conscience-

driven hunger to help mankind is quickly satiated by the press of the “send” button? 

As part of the activist repertoire of the politicized market-space, SMS fundraising 

presents an act of considerable, collective political will. Recalling Putnam’s lament over 

modern society’s increasing civic disengagement, it appears that mobile telephony – 

through its ubiquity and consequent social network – offers a possible countermeasure. 

Connecting once again with Granovetter’s power of weak ties, mobile philanthropy offers 

opportunities for civic engagement through a dual system of strong interpersonal 

relationships and peripheral membership in wide-spread organizational systems. Mobile-

based involvement in networks beyond immediate kinships provides access to disaster 

volunteer opportunities, thereby recovering a sense of social capital predicated on 

detached but nonetheless effective altruistic endeavors.  

In addressing social ills and the devastation of natural disaster, the otherwise 

disparate entities of consumer, state, mobile service providers and charities have become 

increasingly interconnected through the growing popular practice of mobile-mediated 
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civic action. In a world of pre and post tsunami donor fatigue, creative solutions which 

harness a consumer’s impulse to contribute while consuming have become both a major 

fiduciary pursuit for non-profits and a booming brand-building exercise for big business 

that also provides the individual user satisfaction in knowing she has somehow helped. 

While innovations certainly abound, there does arise at least four standards for mobile 

contributing: direct-donation SMS, accessory purchase, surcharge reimbursement and 

social mobilization.  

What each service provides are simple yet far-reaching mechanisms (such as SMS 

fund transfers) and products (such as ring tones) that cultivate single-unit micro-

donations from impulse-driven consumers; when mini-funds from millions of on-the-spot 

text-donors are combined, one or two pesos and euros rise to multi-zeroed amounts, 

channeling the old adage that one drop can cause a tidal wave (no pun intended). 

Furthermore, with even a cursory glance through the following examples of mobile-

giving pioneers, one immediately notices the global reach of mobile philanthropy; 

although communities can devise home-grown schemes to tackle indigenous 

circumstances, the global network of SMS giving can bring both resources and political 

will to what is increasingly becoming everyone’s global village.   

Social Mobilizing 

Recognizing its potential for collective organizing and expanding actions 

throughout both intimate and peripheral social networks, several organizations have 

devised advocacy programs to effectively mobilize the mobile. For example: 
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1. New Consumer magazine, Britain’s fair-trade publication, worked to collect 1 million 

digital signatures as part of an SMS petition urging world leaders to discuss fair trade 

at the next G8 summit. While the target was considered ambitious, Editor-in-chief 

Mel Young hoped that the "quick, easy and instant" nature of text messages would 

make the target attainable.20 

 

2. In the Netherlands, Amnesty International uses premium text messaging as both a 

fundraising tool and an action mechanism for covering campaign costs. By signing up 

online and giving their mobile number, participants in their campaigns receive 

"action" SMS messages every two weeks, which is then invoiced directly to their 

phone bill. For example, an affirmative reply to a recent SMS “action alert” 

concerning the plight of an abducted Guatemalan boy added the user’s digital 

signature to an Amnesty petition urging the Guatemala government to releasing the 

16 year old. In keeping actions and responses digital, the campaign not only pays for 

itself but is also a clever and personalized way of keeping Amnesty’s members 

informed of their efforts while allowing them to be active participants in a cause they 

believe in. Doing so recovers an appreciation for civic engagement that is often lost in 

the social milieu of mobile telephony. 21    

 

3. Oberman reports that on November, 2005, Greenpeace Argentina and the Wichi 

people (indigenous tribes in Argentina and Bolovia) claimed victory in their 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

20 http://www.textually.org/textually/archives/002571.htm 
21 http://www.textually.org/textually/archives/000551.htm 
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campaign to save the Pizarro Reserve (a nature reserve in the northwest Argentine 

province of Salta) from being auctioned off to agribusiness. The conflict broke out in 

February 2004, when the government of Salta introduced a bill to auction off part of 

the 25,000-hectare Pizarro reserve, which is home to 3,00 peasant farmers and the 

Wichi people. The victory comes after 20 months of protesting and direct action, a 

substantial amount of which harnessed the communicative real-time mobilization 

power of SMS technology. 

Circumventing a crippling lack of landlines, Greenpeace Argentina provided 

the indigenous Wichi people with mobile phones and taught them how to text for help 

whenever they noticed developers beginning to clear and destroy land. A growing 

group of indigenous activists would eventually use SMS to contact other nearby 

groups for support as well as use the technology to call up instant protests and 

demonstrations in major cities. "It is a good tool for remaining in close contact with 

local communities," said Oscar Soria, Communications Director of Greenpeace 

Argentina, "because one of the problems is that the communities are remote and don’t 

know each other." The group now has a mobile database of 1,500 people, of what 

Soria refers to as "mobileactivistas." This group includes 50 leaders of local 

communities each of which represents 10,000 people.  

On September 22nd the mobileactivistas used their SMS network to organize 

a demonstration outside Government Houses in Buenos Aires. "Using SMS to 

mobilize people on the ground, in the forests and in the cities is an extremely 

powerful tool," Soria tells Oberman, "because you are able to reach so many people 
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in one moment." Similarly, sending text messages back and forth between a large 

network allows for faster communication where,  with a single SMS, a message is 

broadcast to a large group of people at the same time, no matter where they are. 

Indeed, an extremely valuable tool for activists wishing to mobilize action in real-

time either before or during an event. (Oberman, 2005). 

 

This last mini-case study of Greenpeace Argentina’s use of SMS and mobile technology 

is a powerful illustration of what happens when cause groups incorporate ICT’s ability to 

build effective socio-political networks into their mobilization strategy. According to 

Oberman’s report, “The mobile medium makes this possible because it allows the group 

to reach people in places where Internet accessibility is rare or non-existent... The 

technology became more than just a communication device for action between two 

peoples. It established a means by which these two groups could easily maintain the 

bonds of friendship and understanding that their struggle has inevitably created. As such, 

it has helped the Wichi people mobilize and situate themselves as a people and has thus 

helped them rebuild ancient traditions in their communities” (Oberman, 2005). 

SMS Direct Account Donation 

1) The marketing materials for the Wireless Giving Association (based in Atlanta, 

Georgia) describe their wireless software Mobile Giving™ as a way to seamlessly 

facilitate impulse giving by addressing ease of use and convenient billing. Like all 

SMS-based direct donations, Wireless Giving offers a specified short code attached to 

a pre-authorized charity selected by the user to which she can text-message her 
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contribution at any time. All donations are immediately routed to the contributor’s 

mobile phone bill, payment of which forwards the designated amount to the charity 

with a responding thank-you message confirming that the tax-deductible donation had 

been sent to the contributor. 22 

 

2) In March, 2005, London-based mobile marketing group MindMatics launched the 

first text donation campaign for Breast Cancer Care. Taking advantage of the 

popularity of SMS, Marcus O'Shea, head of fundraising, said “giving people the 

opportunity to donate to us using their mobile phone is an ideal way for us to do this 

and we are confident that our campaign will be a great success” (Pearlman, 2005). 

 

3) Coinciding with the Holy month of Ramadan, an ambitious SMS-based campaign 

was launched in Dubai to aid local charities such as Al Noor, Rashid Paediatric 

Centre and Sharjah Charity International. “For a long time charities have been 

seeking a way to attract micro-donations by a simple, fast and effective method and 

this is exactly what Mobile-Aid will offer,” said Tariq Qureishy, the businessman 

behind Mobile-Aid, a non-profit making organization that lends its services and 

technology completely free of charge to registered charities in the Emirates 

(Stensgaard, 2003). 

 

4) Shortly after the tsunami hit the shores of South and South East Asia, 

Czechoslovakia’s Donor’s Forum partnered with the country’s mobile carriers to 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

22 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from www.wirelessgivingassociation.com   
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launch a major text-mediated appeal to benefit the Adventist Development and Relief 

Agency (ADRA) of the Czech republic; the agency received over 500,000 text 

messages and a subsequent three-quarters of a million dollars in aid. According to 

ADRA’s president, Vitezslav Wurst, “text messaging has the potential to 

revolutionize how charities fundraise. But the campaign has to be planned carefully… 

the media have to be partners because without any publicity… you end up only 

addressing a small group of people and that's the end of the effort. The next group 

that helped us a lot was all the Internet servers that displayed our banner on their 

Internet pages.” Noting the need for cross-media marketing (Internet and broadcast), 

Wurst’s comments embody the community building that these projects enable. 23 

 

5) The Greeks employed similar tactics when viewers of Public Television donated 

more than 16 million Euros for the victims of the tsunami during a two-day tele-

marathon.  24 

 

6) In a heartwarming effort to infuse the deluge of digital donations with a more 

empathic sentiment, Malaysia’s “From the Heart” campaign collected messages like, 

“Karma said good things come after bad things goes” to accompany funds sent to The 

Star Earthquake Tsunami Relief Fund.25 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

23 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from http://www.textually.org/textually/archives/006619.htm 
24 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from http://www.textually.org/textually/archives/006780.htm 
25 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from http://www.textually.org/textually/archives/006591.htm 
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Overall, funds reaching into the high millions have been mobilized through simple text 

messaging towards charitable endeavors across the world. Efforts continue today in 

places as diverse as Germany, Spain, Singapore, Pakistan, Australia, South Africa and the 

United States.  

 

Accessory and Service Donations : 

Applying the tenants of social marketing (defined by the Social Marketing 

Institute as “the use of commercial marketing concepts and tools in programs designed to 

influence individuals' behavior to improve their well being and that of society”),26 several 

telecommunications companies have aligned with non-profit organizations in 

quintessential forms of public-private partnerships. Recalling the previous chapter’s 

discussion of multi-layered cooperation between the government, corporate and civil 

spheres of society, private industries shared responsibility for resource mobilization 

(though are likely driven towards charitable work by both genuine altruism and a savvy 

eye for innovative public relations vehicles). That said, according to Pringle and 

Thompson, brand building through humanitarian work strengthens the brand regardless 

of the degree of altruistic intent while providing the firm with greater immunity against 

consumer scrutiny and activist brand attacks (1999: 25); and with funds pouring in 

through previously untapped channels, charities are far better enabled by it: 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

26 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from www.social-marketing.org 
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1) The designation of charity ring tones and wallpapers appears to be the most popular 

way for mobile content providers to encourage customers to raise funds while 

continuing to purchase products and services. In January, 2005, Leap Wireless 

International, Inc. offered its Cricket Clicks(TM) FunMail(TM) customers the 

opportunity to contribute to tsunami relief efforts by purchasing and downloading 

dedicated tsunami relief wallpapers to their mobile phones via FunMail's Wallpaper 

Universe 2.0 application.  In the same month, Boost Mobile, Nextel Communications 

Inc.'s youth lifestyle brand, encouraged American youth participation by offering a 

catalog of mobile phone ring tones dedicated to the United Nations’ Children’s Fund 

(UNICEF). Similar donation schemes were provided by Bell Canada and Zaptop 

phones. Also, an online group known as Charity Rings announced, “buying your 

ringtones, wallpapers, games etc. at Charity Rings means that you pay the same or 

similar prices as other web sites. However with Charity Rings you help charities to 

help others at the same time! Our content teams ensure that we always have the latest 

and coolest content.” 27 

 

2) After ring tones, other companies donated large amounts of funds gleaned from 

corporate profits. MobiMate(R), a leading provider of business and travel 

management applications for mobile devices, donated corporate revenue from the 

January 2005 licensing sales of its popular DateMate and WorldMate software to 

UNICEF and IsraAID. In the same season, Handmark(R), another mobile software 

developer, announced it will donate all first-month proceeds from new Pocket 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

27 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from http://www.textually.org/textually/archives/cat_sms_and_charities.htm 
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Express(R) subscriptions to the International Red Cross. Shortly thereafter, Motricity, 

provider of mobile content and solutions, committed 100% of all proceeds from 

selected software titles purchased through January 31st at PalmGear.com to the 

tsunami relief fund.28 

 

3) As early as the Australian summer of 2001, national telecommunications company 

Telstra offered its clients a Red Nose logo sent directly to their mobile phone screens. 

For each logo, Telstra donated micro-funds to the Australian Sudden Infant Death 

Syndrome organization. By ordering the logo via SMS, Telstra customers donated 

about $10,000 Australian to research.29 

 

4) Illustrating the potential for the cell phone to educate, in December, 2003, a 

partnership between Vodafone and Fauna and Flora International (the world's longest 

established international conservation body), yielded a conservation- awareness 

building series of mobile content call WildLive! According to Vodaphone, 

“customers [were] able to download high-quality wildlife and landscape images, ring-

tones of the calls of endangered and protected species as well as entering 

competitions and quizzes, [received] news alerts, and [got] in touch with others who 

share their interest.” 30 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

28 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from Business Wire January 26, 2005, Wednesday  12:00 PM GMT 
29 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from http://www.textually.org/textually/archives/000045.htm 
30 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from http://www.textually.org/textually/archives/002571.htm 
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5) In December, 2004, the United Kingdom witnessed the largest snowball fight in 

history, albeit on their mobile phones. A brainchild of Andrew J. Scott, creator of the 

playtxt.net mobile social network, Snow Ball Wars allowed users to send SMS text or 

animated MMS "snowballs" at friends and family. The unsuspecting target receiving 

the message had to then login on SnowBallWars.com to read the private message. 

Users were charged nominal amounts after their free 5 “snowballs” were exhausted. 

The profits from over 100,000 SMS and MMS snowballs were given to the National 

Association for Prevention of Cruelty to Children. 31 

 

Surcharge Rebates and Donations :  

Amidst the flurry of SMS activities, there were growing worries that consequent 

surcharges and value added taxes (VATs) would not only siphon funds from charities to 

bureaucracy, but also inhibit consumers from what is otherwise a very easy and 

inexpensive way to contribute. To combat this concern, several governments and mobile 

operators waived charges and fees for calls and text messages either made during a 

specific calendar window, or for a pre-specified purpose.  

 Following word that SMS donations were subject to charges levied by cellular 

services providers, Malaysian Airtime Media Productions assured donors that the 

company would make up the difference during its tsunami relief campaign. In 

Czechoslovakia, Finance Minister Bohuslav Sobotka agreed with using the revenues 

from VAT on SMS messages sent by Czechs for tsunami aid, saying during a press 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

31 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from http://www.textually.org/textually/archives/006483.htm 
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conference that “the SMS campaign is very important. It's a very easy way of donating 

money. The popularity of SMS donations is increasing since the system was used when 

floods devastated the country in 2002.”32

 

Mobile Philanthropy and Social Capital 

“We are Generation Txt” was a widely-circulated text message in the Philippines 

and described by Howard Rheingold in Smart Mobs to discuss how a people can express 

a collective political will through ubiquitous network devices to affect significant social 

change (Rheingold, 2002).  Within four days in January 2001, over one million black-

clad citizens, recruited en-masse through SMS and email, gathered at the site of the 

historic 1986 Pilipino “People Power” Revolution, ultimately toppling a corrupt regime 

(again) and birthing a digital reincarnation of non-violent protest.  In describing mobile 

phone usage in the Pacific archipelago, Vincente Rafael notes that, “cell phone users 

themselves [become] broadcasters, receiving and transmitting both news and 

gossip…[bringing] a new kind of crowd about, one that was thoroughly conscious of 

itself as a movement headed towards a common goal” (Rheingold, 2002: 157). 

Harnessing the power of Rheingold’s smart mobs, mobile philanthropy allows the 

consumer to assist and thereby affect society through social networks strengthened by 

devices which enable “individualized electronically mediated interaction” (Ling, 2004) 

As previously discussed, the strength of these networks lies not in the immediate 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

32 Data retrieved on March 1, 2006 from http://www.textually.org/textually/archives/cat_sms_and_charities.htm 
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relationships which comprise the majority of the device’s use, but in the “weak ties” 

beyond closely-familiar kinships.  

The global ubiquity of media ensured that news of the tsunami, its dire affects and 

the myriad of opportunities to make a difference would hit news wires, broadcast 

stations, web logs and SMS networks within a matter of days, if not hours. This 

immediacy of information would not have its crucial cultural consequence if not for the 

vicarious, at times ephemeral weak-tie networks of email updates, news groups and opt-

in alerts that predicate much of our activities on and off line. With the increasing 

convergence of media, communications and computing within the ever-growing 

capabilities of the mobile phone, such weak-tie networks become our action-alerts on the 

go, as illustrated by every example above of mobile-mediated civic action.  

However, the rise of mobile philanthropy enough to recover and sustain the 

greater sense of communal interconnectedness that electronic media is generally accused 

of eroding? (Putnam, 2000) Ling posits that “the extremely personal nature of the device 

and the fact that it lowers the threshold for interaction means that social groups will likely 

use the device to strengthen already strong ties. Thus, the clique might not get 

information about various opportunities… since the network is too tightly bound.” (2004)  

While mobile telephony certainly serves to sustain existing kinships, it does not sever the 

individual from the greater community of mobile users, particularly when mobile units 

are allowed to accept third-party messages from commercial and non-profit marketers. 

Furthermore, the convergence within and constant inter-referencing of media (mobile-

broadcast-Internet) assures that mobile usage will never exist within a 
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telecommunications vacuum; weak-ties are strengthened because mobile 

communications form only one part of our daily acquisition of information. However, 

what actions are generated by ICT devices such as the Internet and mobile telephony will 

ensure that civic engagement (and therefore, social capital) is recovered when 

consumption is infused with charitable consequences.  

 

 

So What’s Missing? 
While SMS-mediated campaigns and shared list-serves do well to inform, 

organize and communicate, it stops at the social movement and fails to venture into social 

behavior. The literature on ICTs and social movements speak volumes on the effects of 

ICTs on social movements, but barely touch on the residual (and arguably, more 

important) influence on individual constituents. This is not surprising given the nature of 

online advocacy itself – it broadcasts an urge to action like a fisherman casting a net, 

hoping that those already pre-disposed to political action as well as those who are not will 

catch the bait. However, the consequent actions are typically ad hoc and short-term, with 

little or no plans for when the target actually complies with demand. Monitoring 

compliance is rarely as fun as demanding compliance, and once-active members fall into 

activist fatigue, drop-out of the movement and wait until escalating institutional abuses 

demand their re-appearance. The question then becomes: what happens between marches 

and protests? How does one sustain the fervor, the indignation, the passion and vigilance? 

How does one adopt activism as a behavior rather than circumstantial necessity? 
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Next, the thesis will discuss the emerging frontier of social-software and Web 2.0 

and how its user-driven applications can be used to enhance consumer agency, promote 

collective action and compel corporations to adopt CSR. From blogs, wikis, social 

tagging and networked avatars, the next chapter will explore the ‘independent’ variable 

of the thesis: specifically, corporate compliance to demands for behavioral reform.  
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Chapter 4.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

Social Software, Social Capital & Wal-Mart Reform 

 

Donna Lisenby is the keeper of the Catawba River,   a major American waterway 

which supplies drinking water to nearly 2 million residents in North Carolina and South 

Carolina. In early January, 2004, as a leader in the Waterkeeper Alliance, a global 

environmental organization which supports grassroots efforts to monitor local water 

bodies and protect access to clean water, Lisenby took action against Wal-Mart, the 

world’s largest and most powerful retailer, for contaminating the local drinking supply. 

She had discovered that local Wal-Mart super-centers were storing toxic chemicals in the 

parking lots and outdoor garden centers uncovered, allowing poisons (which were known 

to cause birth defects) to leak into storm drains connected to the river. After a frustrating 

round of dead-end phone calls to corporate headquarters in Bentonville, Arkansas, 

Lisenby started a web-log (blog)33 detailing both her action (repeated calls and letters) 

and Wal-Mart’s inaction (inconclusive and lukewarm responses) as well as state law 

which clearly indicated that Wal-Mart’s practices were illegal.  

Despite city council hearings to prohibit Wal-Mart’s outdoor storage procedures, 

it was only when local news media – which had monitored Lisenby’s blog - ran a full 

day’s report on the issue on local television did Wal-Mart management take action. At 

the same time, Lisenby urged local citizens to assist in the investigation by photographing 

local stores and monitoring company compliance. On February 9, after intense action 

online as well as media coverage on television and newspapers, store managers moved 

 

33 Date retrieved on March 25th, 2006 from http://www.catawbariverkeeper.org/wal-mart
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the pesticide palettes indoors. Despite assurances from headquarters that Wal-Mart is, 

indeed, responsive and responsible, Lisenby says, “Of all the industries I have worked 

with as Catawba Riverkeeper, including power and oil, I have never found a company to 

be as blatantly non-responsive and unconcerned about the public health as Wal-Mart.”34  

For the purpose of this chapter, Lisenby’s story illustrates the power of one 

individual using Internet-based media to quickly respond to and publicize dangerous 

company practices while informing and activating local consumers and garnering support 

from the mainstream media to ultimately force changes in corporate behavior. Several 

factors are at play here: the intersection of digital and traditional media, the relationship 

between consumer and citizen, the battle between activist and firm, the negotiation 

between corporate brand, profitability and legal compliance. Each factor is key to 

understanding not only Lisenby’s story, but also the chapter’s overall analysis of social 

movements against Wal-Mart – specifically, the activities of web-based organizations 

like www.WakeUpWalMart.com – and, most importantly, the company’s recent public 

acquiescence to years of criticism against its labor practices, environmental performance 

and negative impact on local communities (Fishman, 2006). The argument of the thesis is 

therefore further clarified: consumers, acting within a network mediated and empowered 

by the Internet, exercise political action not against the state, but against an economic 

actor (in this case, the Wal-Mart firm) in an effort to both directly reform that firm’s 

corporate behavior and rectify its consequent social abuses. Wal-Mart reform provides 
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further evidence that such actions have increasingly taken place in the market-space, 

reinforcing the claim that markets engender political activities.  

Civic action against Wal-Mart is offered as a “most-likely” case-study. The 

assumption is that if collective consumer use of networked information and 

communication technologies fails to produce changes in Wal-Mart’s policies or behavior, 

then it is unlikely to reform other firms in other industries. And while Wal-Mart can be 

said to occupy (albeit huge) territory in the discount-retail consumer goods industry, its 

sheer size and complexity allows policy outcomes to spill over into other industries, if not 

the economy as a whole. Consider, for example, that although new store growth and 

share value has slowed (and even decreased), Wal-Mart still yields hundreds of billions 

of dollars in revenue. According to Google Finance (a real-time, web-based corporate-

performance tracker), as of April 2006, Wal-Mart has had 315.65 billion U.S. dollars in 

revenue and employs over 1.8 million people world-wide.35

That this is a most-likely case is largely due to Wal-Mart’s size and, therefore, 

vulnerability. Wal-Mart’s fixation on low-prices contributes to both its profitability and 

its well-known abuses. Rock-bottom prices breeds even rockier-bottom wages along with 

insufficient worker health benefits, negligence towards discrimination, environmental 

abuse and disregard for community impact (Greenwald, 2005). Its inability to 

sufficiently, publicly address these concerns coupled with rampant growth and brand 

visibility on the American landscape, Wal-Mart became the natural target for disgruntled 

workers, consumer activists and organized grassroots social movements. Should this 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

35 Data retrieved April 3rd, 2006 from http://finance.google.com/finance?q=wal+mart&btnG=Search  
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thesis rest its argument on the efficacy of ICT use in collective consumer action, that 

Wal-Mart would eventually acquiesce to public concerns after years of aggressive brand 

attacks and changes in consumer preferences is the most-likely outcome. Given that Wal-

Mart has begun to initiate and publicize its reforms bolsters activist claims that tactics 

used against Wal-Mart do work – and should work against other firms.  

To be clear, however, the dependent variable being analyzed is the change in 

Wal-Mart communications policy from media evasion to media courting; this paper’s 

argument does not draw a causal relationship between online activity and Wal-Mart’s 

decision to provide better health benefits or lobby on behalf of workers to raise the 

minimum wage. Undoubtedly, factors that led to Wal-Mart’s adoption of more 

responsible policies extend beyond brand; the movement towards providing better health 

care, for example, is part legal compliance (in Maryland, Wal-Mart must comply with 

recently passed legislature requiring businesses with over 10,000 workers in the state to 

provide eight-percent of its payroll to worker health benefits (Hakim, 2006)) and a 

business strategy that acknowledges, according to CEO Lee Scott, that for Wal-Mart to 

succeed, the company needs to “do well by doing good” (Kabel, 2005).  For example, 

Wal-Mart’s recent decision to sell organic produce and seafood that was caught in a 

sustainable manner can be hailed as positive compliance with environmental demands as 

well as shrewd business given evidence that organic foods are profitable (the organic 

industry has grown 20% annually for the past five years, compared to 4% annual growth 

for the produce industry generally, and consumers have been proven to pay up to 50% 

more for foods that are organic) (Gogoi, 2006).  

 90



 

Instead, the policy change being measured is the greater extent to which 

communicating such policy changes has become an important part of both repairing the 

Wal-Mart brand and reinvigorating trust between the firm and consumers. And here, a 

stronger correlation can be said to exist between pressure-group communications tactics 

and Wal-Mart’s decision to change and communicate its reformations (rather than keep it 

hidden from public scrutiny). Nevertheless, according to retail consultant Howard 

Davidowitz, although “once upon a time, Wal Mart couldn’t care less about the media,” 

because “watchdog groups have had success in tarnishing Wal-Mart’s image,” now the 

company is “putting more effort into communicating with the media” (Bhatnagar, 2006). 

In short, the use of digital social-network devices like blogs by Wal-Mart reform 

groups helped to successfully achieve the traditional goals of membership recruitment 

and media attention that together brought discussion of Wal-Mart reform from leftist 

discourse to the mainstream consumer market; a groundswell of both online and offline 

attention to Wal-Mart’s abuses threatened its brand and influenced consumer choice. 

Wal-Mart, in turn, decided that in the face of public scrutiny, it could no longer remain 

evasive and went as far as creating an election-style public relations war room comprised 

of seasoned political strategists from past presidential campaigns (Frank, 2006). The 

Wal-Mart policy of secrecy had ended. Not only was Wal-Mart going to reform its 

policies, it was also going to control how their stories were told.  

One way to quickly understand the case-study would be to view how the story of 

collective grassroots action against Wal-Mart connects to the thesis’ variables: 
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 Original Variables Case Variables 

Independent As user adoption of social 
software devices (and the 
prominence of consequent social 
networks)  increases  

Networked, grassroots movements like 
www.WakeUpWalMart.com employs blogs 
to inform, publicize and agitate. 

Intervening Public dialogue about the ethics 
behind the production of 
commodities increases   
(affecting brand and consumer 
demand)  

Web dialogues are reinforced by media 
which brings issue to the mainstream 
consumer. The Wal-Mart brand suffers and 
consumers resist patronage of the store.  

Dependent Pressures on firms to adopt 
changes in corporate policy 
increases. 

Wal-Mart reforms communications policy 
and becomes more transparent and willing 
to engage. 

 

While the previous matrix defines case variables, the following chart illustrates 

the methodology and evidence used to illustrate each variable:  

 Method Evidence 
Independent An analysis of Wal-Mart reform sites 

such as www.wakeupwalmart.org, 

www.walmartmatch.org and 

www.againstthewal.org will focus on 

differences in online strategy and use of 

social networks. Analysis of differences 

is further supported by interviews and 

email correspondence with Wake Up 

Wal-Mart and Against the Wal.  

 

• Migration of community 
organization and activity online 
has yielded unprecedented public 
interest and grassroots support.  

• Blogging has emerged as an 
essential tool for engaging the 
public and reporting on Wal-
Mart when the media does not. 

• Organizing is more efficient and 
more effective at multiplying 
grassroots support. 

 

Intervening A review of the Zogby International 

and McKinsey Company poll of 

American consumer attitudes towards 

Wal-Mart is supported by press releases 

from newswires like Associated Press 

and US Newswire along with clippings 

from mainstreams media sources like 

the New York Times and the 

Washington Post. Frequency of blog 

• Wal-Mart’s brand and public 
image has been effectively 
tarnished by public pressure-
group critiques. 

• A slump in sales, new store 
growth and wavering share value 
to is attributed, in part, to a 
reduction in consumer 
confidence.  

• Wal-Mart executives have 
publicly admitted concern that 
their consumers are influenced 
by public criticism.  
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discussion is posited as an indicator of 

web buzz. News articles were derived 

from Lexis-Nexxus, Google searches 

and linkages from blogs. 

 
Dependent A review of press releases and news 

articles detailing how Wal-Mart is 

responding to critics and how much of 

Wal-Mart’s policy changes is attributed 

to grassroots action. Content analysis is 

conducted of pro-Wal-Mart sites such 

as www.forwalmart.com and 

www.walmartfacts.com will illustrate 

Wal-Mart’s web activity and strategy. 

News articles were derived from Lexis-

Nexxus, Google searches and linkages 

from various blogs.  

 

• Wal-Mart creates an election-
style public relations war room 
purposed with providing fast, 
effective responses to activist 
critiques. 

• Wal-Mart fights blogs with 
blogs, but is decried by blog 
community for tampering with 
online journalist integrity.  

• Wal-Mart convenes public 
conference on its effects on the 
global economy.  

• Wal-Mart invites media to 
headquarters.  

 

 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, use of information & communication technologies 

(ICTs) is viewed as a catalyst for civic action, not the sole instigator; however, this thesis 

argues that while communications devices (from face-to-face petitions to email lists) 

have always been an integral part of collective action, there is something unique about 

the way digital ICTs like mobile telephone and the Internet adheres to changes in how 

citizens engage social and political change. Through an examination of Wal-Mart reform, 

this chapter will describe how a particular form of ICT (web based social software) is 

transforming technology’s role in collective action; social software will be further 

discussed as illustrative of a growing trend in software development towards dialogic, 

conversational and user-driven applications that enable individuals to create one’s own 
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content and publish easily on the web (without once required knowledge of complex 

computer code that inhibited full public participation in the web). Additionally, from 

facilitating resource mobilization within physically proximate groups to mediating 

individuated actions across far-flung networks, digital networking technologies are 

lowering barriers to political engagement and empowering new forms of civic 

participation.  

To build a theoretical framework around the Wal-Mart reform case, the chapter 

draws insight from Wellman (who defined how the concept of “networked 

individualism” reflect the changes in how society now defines its social networks) and 

Micheletti (who offers the notion of “individualized collective action”). In using social-

software, Wellman’s networked individual can share information with friends, family or 

even members of a pressure group while also sharing with the vast Internet user network 

(Wellman, 2003). This maintains transparency and builds reputations – which is the 

Internet’s benchmark for trust and credibility. In participating in consumer-driven 

actions, Micheletti’s individualized collective action articulates how virtuous consumers 

now seek “issues and arenas for involvement that are more flexible, network-oriented, 

hands-on and that allows them to combine their daily lives with political causes”(2003: 

25). 

From here the chapter moves to the story of how Wake-Up Wal-Mart woke up 

Wal-Mart to the growing adoption of digitally-mediated advocacy. In accordance with 

the matrices aforementioned, the case-study will progress from the independent variable 

(grassroots activity online), the intervening conditions (brand attacks and weakened 
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consumer confidence) and the dependent outcome (changes in how new policies are 

communicated). Throughout the chapter will be a brief analysis of social software in 

general which will then segue into the final thesis chapter’s discussion of emerging 

technologies, market campaigns and the empowered citizen-consumer.  

Overall, this chapter seeks to contribute a strategic, theoretical framework for how 

emerging innovations in social software development can be used to enhance both 

individual consumers and overall collective action while providing recent evidence on the 

Internet’s impact on changing patterns of corporate communications. For consumer 

advocates of corporate-social responsibility, this provides many opportunities as well as 

challenges, particularly with regards to how these groups manage and optimize their 

position in the digital economy. With regard to the thesis’ overall argument, the case is 

proffered as further examination of the market as a public space for collective action and 

social change. Note that all actors in this instance (consumer and firms) are germane not 

to the state, but the market, though the outcomes of the Wal-Mart reform movement’s 

actions reach far beyond just Wal-Mart’s compliance, but the alleviation of social 

grievances brought on by their abuse in the first place.  

As Putnam warned in 2000, unless imbedded in a social context, the Internet 

could have amounted to no more than a better telephone or a niftier television; as a 

technology, the Internet (and the television, the telephone, the automobile and a host of 

other modern conveniences) was dislocating once vibrant, physically connected 

communities into atomized, isolated individuals who engaged less and less with their 

civic duties. Fast forward six years and the New York Times reports that, “The 
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transformation of American politics by the Internet is accelerating... producing far-

reaching changes in the way campaigns approach advertising, fund-raising, the 

mobilizing of supporters and even the spreading of negative information” (Nagourney, 

2006). Most importantly, however, is that the perceived divide between “online” and 

“offline” communities has fast eroded. (Davies, 2003) What was once a major critique 

that the Internet supplants or erodes social interactions offline is become largely 

displaced by the way people use the medium: the Internet is used to support offline 

interaction – enhancing and adapting to human interaction, not working to condition 

society according to software capacities. Davies’ mantra that while society has become 

more technological, technology has had to become more social bears constant repeating.  

For Wal-Mart, technology has changed the market reality in which it must now 

communicate and compete. The Internet has empowered users with more immediate 

access to once elusive bits of corporate information, greater and more frequent exposure 

to anti-firm dissent as well as a wider selection of competing brands – some of which 

may or may not prove more competitive because of its public proclamation of social 

responsibility. Scammell suggests that, “In the communications age, it is increasingly 

difficult for companies to hide… NGOs often have grassroots supporters on the ground 

capable of posting information on the Internet at the first sign of questionable corporate 

behavior” (2000). Wal-Mart once owed its success to its breakthrough adoption of 

computational logistical technology (Frank, 2006); Wal-Mart reformers owe their success 

to savvy adaptation to the new ways people communicate and manage social networks 
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online (personal communication, March 30, 2006). In the effort to reclaim its flailing 

reputation, can Wal-Mart bring the same innovation to its communication strategy? 

 

 

Social Software, Social Capital and the Networked Individual 
To study anti-Wal-Mart action is to study not only virtuous-consumer actions, but 

also how people are now forming their relationships and personal beliefs. Recall previous 

discussion of the conditions under which markets foster political participation: a) 

people’s networks have become generally unbound from strict local geographic 

proximity and b) decreasing trust in formal institutions like governments, corporations 

and even global non-profit groups have lent greater prominence to informal, peripheral 

social networks and alternative forms of civic engagement. (Davies, 2003; Granovetter, 

1983; Scoble, 2006; Wellman, 2002) According to Wellman, modern association has 

changed, and social connection is now normally found in social networks based around 

individuals rather than geographic communities; these “networked individuals” informs 

his optimism that the Internet is, indeed, increasing social capital, civic engagement and a 

sense of communal belonging (Davies, 2003; Wellman, 2002).  

That the Internet has changed how society works, plays and generally interacts is 

arguably an accepted fact. From its mainstream adoption in the mid-1990s, web 

applications like e-mail, chat rooms and search engines have demanded greater 

computational familiarity from its users. For example, according to the 5th “Surveying the 

Digital Future” report from the University of Southern California in 2005, over 78.6% of 
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Americans went online and spent 13.3 hours browsing per week; almost two-thirds of 

Americans (66.2%) used the Internet from home and of these users, communicating 

through email and instant messaging while web surfing and reading the news ranked the 

highest amongst a range of uses. Interestingly, over 40% of users said that Internet use 

has increased or greatly increased contact with family and friends (with only 5% saying 

the medium has decreased contact).36  In general, users became increasingly adept at 

using the web to mediate their communication and information acquisition; however, as 

Davies states, while society became more technological, software was becoming more 

social; application developers, recognizing the web’s potential for managing and 

cultivating social networks, began to build technologies adapted to how people were 

maintaining their relationships. (2003)   

Connecting Micheletti’s individualized collective action with social-software, 

applications like web-blogs (blogs) she notes present consumer attraction towards “less 

bureaucratic, hierarchical kinds of involvement characterized by looser, egalitarian, and 

informal structures that allows them to express themselves more individually and 

experience the thrills of participation.” (2003: 24) The nature of the blog allows users to 

drive their own content while embedding their expressions in the global blogosphere.37 

When ideas and reflections are shared both within small groups as well as the entire 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

36 This annual study of the Internet’s impact on American society is now in its 5th year; it began in the 
UCLA Center for Communication Policy and is now housed under the USC Digital Future Project. Copies 
of the report are available on www.digitalfuture.org  

 
37 The term blogosphere refers to the global network of blogs and blog authors (also known as ‘bloggers’). 
As of April 21, 2006, there were over 36.1 million blogs (according to blog tracker, www.technorati.com).  
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network of Internet users, transparency is ensured and greater, more advantageous levels 

of trust, credibility and positive reputation are cultivated.  

This becomes particularly important for social movements engaged in market 

campaigns like Wal-Mart as a means for affecting changes in corporate policy by 

influencing consumer purchase preferences. Why? First, commerce has become 

increasingly digital: according to the aforementioned ‘Digital’ survey, the number of 

online purchases increased (and continues to increase) significantly across yearly surveys 

of online behavior; from 2000 to 2005, the number of annual purchases by online buyers 

has tripled and average spending has also, in turn, increased to its highest levels since 

2000. Additionally, nearly 75% of Internet purchasers indicated that buying online 

reduced their purchases in retail stores at least somewhat; the majority of these same 

users also indicated that they looked to the Internet for information on products before 

buying online, indicating a growing shift in the relationship between “brick-and-mortar” 

stores and their digital counterparts.  

That consumers turn to the Internet as a viable source of information is also an 

important factor for activists involved in market-oriented campaigns. Consider that:  

“In less than eight years as a publicly available communication tool, the Internet is 

viewed as an important source of information by the vast majority of people who use 

the online technology. The Internet ranks high among users as an important source of 

information. In 2002, 60.5 percent of all users considered the Internet to be a very 

important or extremely important source of information, virtually the same as the 60.2 

percent reported in 2001, but down from 67.3 percent in 2000. Add those who said the 

Internet is a moderately important source of information, and the total increases to 90.6 

percent for 2002, about the same as the 90 percent reported in 2001, but down from 

91.7 percent in 2000.” (Surveying the Digital Future, 2003) 
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Apparently, even new users view the Internet as an important source of information (52% 

said the Internet is a very important or extremely important source of information) while 

experienced users (those who have been online for 6 years or more) rank the Internet 

higher than books, television, radio, newspapers and other print media as their primary 

source of information.  

Furthermore, recent studies show that, unequivocally, the Internet is a viable tool 

for creating political clout. In 2005, 61.7% of respondents (both Internet users and non-

users alike) agree that going online is an important political endeavor – necessary for 

information on campaigns, and crucial for influencing voter decisions. According to 

Jeffrey Cole, director of the USC Annenberg School Center for the Digital Future, “we 

are now seeing tangible evidence of the increasing role of the Internet in political 

decision making… [it] cannot be underestimated.” The report continues to note an 

important rise in the web’s influence over all forms of decisions: from political actions to 

purchase behaviors.  

The point here is that market campaigns (which was mentioned in Chapter 2 as 

the now pre-eminent way for many pressure groups to challenge corporate abuses) must 

consider how they mediate and influence consumer behavior both on and off-line. 

Activists can do this first as a source of information on corporate abuses while providing 

a marketing outlet for ethical goods and services. The problem here, however, is that 

market influence is limited by the implied passivity of being an online archivist of 

information and retailer for socially-responsible products. As important as this is, it does 

not cultivate the agency and community that influencing corporate policy and consumer 
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behavior requires. The activity becomes part of what Robert Scoble describes as 

“broadcast media,” a one-directional endeavor that instructs rather than activates 

advocacy for consumer-social-responsibility. (2006) 

According to Scoble, social software forms the vanguard of an increasing 

departure in how information and communications technologies (ICT) are employed in 

collective action from “broadcast media” towards a far more empowering form of 

“conversation media.” The difference here is one of interest and priority: traditional use 

of ICT broadcasts information and directives from groups towards individual members. 

These communications methods are often uni-directional and non-dialogic, much like 

traditional forms of advertising where consumers are told what to buy with little 

opportunity for client-firm feedback. Conversation media, on the other hand, does just 

that: it allows its participants to converse and engage in dialogue, much like face-to-face 

interaction (which is what conversational media is most frequently said to approximate). 

Scoble suggests that conversational media and marketing is how corporations will 

interact with their consumers in the near future – an event of great relevance to advocates 

of CSR because it was largely prompted by activist bloggers whose web-mediated 

grievances were considered serious, credible threats to the corporate brand (2006).  In 

other words, that corporations (like Wal-Mart) are paying attention to the web’s power to 

build or destroy hard-earned reputations (like Wake-Up Wal Mart) is a strategic point-of-

entry for consumer activists.  

As many of its users (and even detractors) will assert, blogs have become the 

most efficient and effective way to publish one’s thoughts, opinions, grievances and 
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discoveries because of the innovation’s low entry costs (blog software is universally free 

to Internet users) and ease of use (blogging’s ability to empower its users rests largely on 

that fact that an adopter does not need to be a software developer or know even basic 

hyper-text code to operate it); it is regarded as the easiest way for people to publish and 

share content online and it harbors the sense of creative nurturing, urgency and 

immediacy that Micheletti’s individual collective action requires (Micheletti, 2003: 24).  

The theory of individualized collective action is offered as an attempt to apply the 

essence of civic engagement that combines self-interest and public good to consumer 

adoption of blogs and other social-software. Its conditions are “citizen-prompted, citizen-

created action involving people taking charge of matters that they themselves deem 

important in a variety of arenas” that defy “involvement in structured systems” that 

subsume individual identity under an organizational banner (Micheletti, 2003: 25). Like 

Habermas’ public sphere, blogs and individualized collective action are “new [forms of] 

citizen engagement that can take place all over the place in a variety of settings” where 

the focus is on solving social dilemmas through everyday arenas that are nevertheless 

free from institutional politics (Micheletti, 2003: 27). Bloggers are, for the most part, 

“individual citizens who do not seek a prefabricated political home for expression of their 

interests... Rather, they create their own political home by framing their own aims and 

channels for political action” (Micheletti, 2003: 27).  

Similarly, Wellman’s theory of the networked individual asserts the rise of the 

geographically-unbound, decentralized and singularly-empowered actor. Concerned with 

relationships and the web’s social impact, Wellman suggests that the medium’s character 
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has increasingly become attuned to “the change in society away from groups and towards 

networked individualism. This change is not only occurring at the interpersonal level but 

at the organizational, inter-organizational and even the world-systems levels. It is the 

move from densely-knit and tightly-bounded groups to sparsely-knit and loosely-bounded 

networks.” (Wellman, 2003) Wellman suggests that this move provides major 

implications for how people mobilize and how institutions like governments (or say, 

corporations) relate to their constituencies.  

Consider democratic governing systems where communities rely on local, 

regional then federal entities to represent and promote their interests. While web 

applications like email could easily be just another way for these grouped entities to 

communicate between each other, there exists potential for the individual citizen to 

bypass such groups and engage in direct relationship with say, the state of the 

corporation. Wellman further argues that “citizenship (including e-citizenship) is affected 

by the ways in which Internet use is in a positive feedback loop with the turn away from 

solidary, local, hierarchical groups and towards fragmented, partial, heavily-

communicating social networks.” (Wellman, 2003)  

Recall, for instance, this paper’s suggestion in Chapter 2 that ours is a changed 

society where people mistrust organizations to represent their needs. Doing so compels 

said individuals to therefore act on their own – but they do so with technologies that 

allow for both personal agency and support from a network. Furthermore, recall 

Granovetter’s concept of the “weak tie” effect, where loose networks provide members 

with a greater flexibility in how and where they gain information and procure benefits 
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from many peripheral contacts. What arises here is the increasing prominence of informal 

relationships- but not at the expense of formal, face-to-face ties.  

This is clearly demonstrated by the difference between levels of “success” 

(measured by membership support) between anti Wal-Mart organizations like Wake-Up 

Wal-Mart and pro Wal-Mart organizations like Working Families for Wal Mart.38 

According to Buffy Wicks, political director of Wake-Up, what makes her group 

arguably more successful than Working Families in garnering public support and media 

attention is that Wake-Up is entirely dependent on the grassroots movement, which is 

largely comprised of small intimate geographically-proximate networks of workers, 

consumers and activists who are then connected to a national network of similar groups. 

Working Families, on the other hand, is supported by the Wal-Mart company and 

workers which support the firm; not surprisingly, given Wal-Mart’s questionable labor 

record, an organization comprised of Wal-Mart cheerleaders pales in number when 

compared to the now over 200,000-strong network of Wal-Mart dissidents (personal 

communication, March 30, 2006).  

What we can draw from Wellman’s theories is that network size matters. Davies 

brings the argument specifically to the Internet by defining how different network sizes 

function and to what benefit. With over 1 billion users online spanning every continent in 

the world, the Internet as a whole, is a cumbersome and fundamentally inefficient 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

38 A detailed discussion on Wake Up Wal-Mart follows this section while information on Working Families 
for Wal-Mart, Wal-Mart’s own pro-company organization can be access through http://forwalmart.com 
(last accessed March 25, 2006). 
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network.39 If we were to define one common good as say, open-source software 

development and continued improvement of how the Net operates, then arguably, not all 

billion users are working towards that goal – and yet these billion users all have access to 

the benefits of open-source development. What good then, is this network? Davies argues 

that the most potent benefit to increasing the network size lies in its greater ability to 

distribute information and expand the economic advantages that accrue to people whose 

social networks contain large numbers of weak-ties that bridge into new groups and 

hence, new information. (2003).  

Davies also suggests that “beyond a certain size, members of a social group find it 

harder to align their own individual interests with the collective interests, and feel 

tempted to opt out of the group effort. This is as true online as it is online” (2003: 16). 

The larger the network, the more information is circulated, the more contacts are made; 

however, the more complex the system also becomes, making it all the more crucial that 

small cliques are developed through which this vast information is filtered and 

comprehended. Within these small groups, trust is far more readily created, limiting 

‘free-riders’ because actions are easier to monitor and rules are easier to enforce. Davies 

asserts, “in a small network, it is far easier for individuals to align their self-interest with 

the collective interest of the network, not least because if they prove themselves 

untrustworthy, this will become known about and they suffer in future” (2003: 18). 

Trust, therefore becomes a major concern for members in social network; and 

none more so than in networks online. Reputation, a benchmark of trust, is crucial in 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

39 Data retrieved on March 20, 2006 from http://www.Internetworldstats.com/stats.htm 
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popular sites like E-bay, which has catapulted trust, transparency and reputation to the 

forefront of e-commerce concern. One of the vanguards of profitable e-commerce, E-bay 

functions as a global auctioning house mediating transactions between often far-flung 

peers that have converged through a common interest in a product. According to its 

website, “The eBay Community is guided by the values of open communication and 

honesty, and the vast majority of buyers and sellers at eBay are reliable. To promote a 

safe trading environment, eBay provides built-in safeguards to help protect you each time 

you buy and sell. Feedback is the foundation of trust on eBay. To help you decide 

whether or not you want to trade with another member, you can instantly check the 

reputation of that member before bidding or accepting a member’s bid.”40 E-bay further 

encourages that members keep their profiles publicly available and transparent.  The 

reputation system is simple (adhering, it seems, to the simple adage of doing unto other 

as you would have them do unto do): all participants in a successful sale are rated: good 

sellers who send goods promptly are rated highly and buyers who remit payment on time 

will have a better score.  

Understanding E-bay is important because it segues well into why Wal-Mart 

reform groups were able to compel Wal-Mart to publicly pronounce its sweeping 

reforms. As E-bay demonstrates, the Internet renders all brands vulnerable. Whether the 

subject of inquiry is a person selling Pez-dispensers in Omaha or the largest retailer in the 

world, how that subject is perceived online can affect reputations offline, thereafter 

affecting growth, sales and share value (not to mention worker morale). Online, Wal-

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

40 Date retrieved March 26, 2006 from http://pages.ebay.com/help/newtoebay/resolving-concerns.html 
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Mart was challenged by blogs, podcasts, information archives and interactive calls to 

action. This was mirrored in mounting press activity supporting the need for Wal-Mart 

reform. Furthermore, Wal-Mart sales slowed in previous seasons. Was this what led to 

Wal-Mart’s blog-against-blog debacle? Is one of Wake-Up Wal-Mart’s greatest 

achievements not that Wal-Mart announced changes in its health-benefits package or that 

it would now only sell organic produce but that Wal-Mart, in the interest of reviving what 

it now saw as a tarnished reputation, announced anything at all? 

 

 

Wal-Mart Reform  
The following section will proceed with a detailed analysis of how grassroots 

organizations, using ICTs to enhance traditional methods of collective action, were able 

to compel the world’s largest company to change communications policies and compel 

first-steps towards ethical compliance. Recall that what makes the story particularly 

significant is that because methods of ICT-enabled political consumerism achieved the 

favorable outcome of Wal-Mart reform, there lies greater likelihood that these same 

methods could accomplish similar outcomes against other firms. Before exploring the 

case of Wal-Mart reform, readers are asked to first meet the study’s primary protagonists: 

 

Wal-Mart: (www.walmart.com) 

In the 1940’s, Wal-Mart founder Sam Walton, franchised a Ben Franklin’s store 

in Newport Arkansas and began a career in selling everyday consumer goods. One day, 
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he realized he could build the company by selling goods consumers needed on a daily 

basis at prices that were consistently lower than his competitors and making profits off of 

volume. Achieving those low prices meant adhering to frugal business practices and strict 

budgets within Wal-Mart; eventually, frugality and cost efficiency would be extended to 

suppliers and manufacturers, taking the commitment to everyday low prices beyond the 

retailer (Frank, 2006). This downward pressure on every actor in the manufacturer-to-

retailer chain would come to be known as the “Wal-Mart effect,” would come to reverse 

what was once retail subservience to the supplier. Now, because of Wal-Mart, retailers 

not only dictate supplier output and overall prices on consumer goods, but has also 

shaped the shopping habits of the everyday consumer (Fishman, 2000: 9). 

Charles Fishman writes, “Wal-Mart’s scale can be hard to absorb…. For most of 

this decade, Wal-Mart has been both the largest company in the world, and the largest 

company in the history of the world” (2006: 6).  To understand why changes in Wal-

Mart’s corporate policies are so important, consider that “more than half of all Americans 

live within five miles of a Wal-Mart store [and] ninety percent of Americans live within 

fifteen miles of a Wal-Mart” (Fishman, 2006: 5). So ubiquitous has the company become 

amongst the majority of American (and an increasing number of international) 

consumers, that Fishman calls the big-box super-center a kind of “national commons” 

where “every seven days, more than one hundred million” shoppers stop by and “each 

year, 93 percent of American households” purchase at least once in the retail giant 

(Fishman, 2006: 7). Furthermore, the company is the world’s largest private employer, 

with over 1.6 million “associates” (or employees) under Wal-Mart’s payroll and an 
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additional estimated 3 million people in other industries whose jobs directly depend on 

Wal-Mart sales. Globally, Wal-Mart is the largest retailer in Mexico and Canada and has 

risen to become the second largest grocer in Britain. It is also the largest importer of 

global consumer goods, importing over $15 billion of goods a year from China alone.  

According to Wal-Mart’s challengers, Wal-Mart’s commitment to low-prices has 

influenced all areas of its corporate behavior, sacrificing labor standards, environmental 

impact and the viability of the communities it inhabits (Fishman, 2006). Consider the 

following statistics from www.WakeUpWalMart.com: 

 

1) Despite $10 billion in profits, President and CEO Lee Scott said, "In some of our 

states, the public program may actually be a better value - with relatively high income 

limits to qualify, and low premiums" (Transcript Lee Scott Speech 4/5/05). Wal-Mart 

has been repeatedly accused of relying on state assistance to provide health care for 

its workers.41 

 

2) In 2001, six women sued Wal-Mart in California claiming the company discriminated 

against women by systematically denying them promotions and paying them less than 

men. The lawsuit, Dukes v. Wal-Mart, has expanded to include more than 1 million 

current and former female employees, and was certified on June 21 2004 as the 

largest class action lawsuit ever. It is now being appealed by Wal-Mart.42 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

41 Data retrieved March 26, 2006 from http://www.wakeupwalmart.com/facts/#healthcare  
42 Data retrieved March 26, 2006 from http://www.wakeupwalmart.com/facts/#gender  
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3) In October 2004, the United States sued Wal-mart for violating the Clean Water Act 

in 9 states, calling for penalties of over $3 million and changes to W-M building 

codes. (U.S. v. Wal-Mart Stores Inc., 2004 WL 2370700).43 

 

4) In towns without Wal-Marts that are close to towns with Wal-Marts, sales in general 

merchandise declined immediately after Wal-Mart stores opened. After ten years, 

sales declined by a cumulative 34%. [Kenneth Stone at Iowa State University, 

“Impact of the Wal-Mart Phenomenon on Rural Communities”].44 

While many of the charges against Wal-Mart is germane to the discount-retail industry as 

a whole, according to Frank, 

“The answer is that Wal-Mart really is different. In terms of annual revenue, Wal-Mart is 

nearly four times the size of The Home Depot, the country's second largest retailer, and 

almost twice the size of Target, Costco, and Sears (which includes Kmart) combined. 

That means the company exerts pressure on the entire sector to imitate its methods—

including its treatment of workers. That would be less worrisome if Wal-Mart's record 

didn't stand out within the sector. But there are strong indications that, when it comes to 

how it treats its employees, Wal-Mart really is worse than the rest. The company finds 

itself in trouble because, since the death of Sam Walton 14 years ago, something ugly has 

happened to the way it does business” (2006). 

 

To understand Wal-Mart and actions against it is to understand the potency of market-

oriented campaigns and the urgency of corporate reform; clearly, given Wal-Mart’s 

market influence, what strategies are able to work against Wal-Mart, will have  greater 

likelihood of working across a number of other industries. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

43 Data retrieved March 26, 2006 from http://www.wakeupwalmart.com/facts/#community  
44 Data retrieved March 26, 2006 from http://www.wakeupwalmart.com/facts/#community  
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Wake-Up Wal Mart: (www.wakeupwalmart.com) 

On April 5, 2005, WakeUpWalMart.com (WUWM) was charged with a mission: 

to build a movement of Americans, from all walks of life, to change one of the biggest 

companies in the world. A year later, the group is one of the fastest growing social 

movements in the nation with over 210,000 supporters “dedicated to changing Wal-Mart 

and America – for the better!”45 In one year, WUWM organized 2,300 grassroots actions 

which have targeted consumer awareness  during peak shopping seasons like Black 

Friday and the December Holidays. According to Wicks, “WUWM draws its strength and 

success from its flexibility and ability to respond quickly to news, challenges and tips. 

Furthermore, it is driven by grassroots activity and a strong commitment from the 

community” (personal communication, March 30, 2006).  

WUWM is staffed by alumni of the 2004 Democratic presidential campaigns 

(primarily staff from Howard Dean, John Kerry and Wesley Clark). Not surprisingly, 

many of the blog tactics that made the Dean campaign the exemplar for research interest 

in blogs, the Internet and politics (Cornfield, 2004; Howard, 2005; Glance 2005; 

Williams, 2005 to name a few) are re-employed at WUWM. And as we shall see shortly, 

such tactics and technologies serve a vital role in securing more “traditional”, pre-Web 

goals like membership recruitment and media attention.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

45 Data retrieved from April 5, 2006 http://www.wakeupwalmart.com/feature/birthday/
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The Independent Variable: Blogs and March Madness 
WUWM was once called by Wal-Mart CEO Less Scott as “the most well-

financed and well-organized corporate campaign the company has ever seen,” a 

description WUWM reportedly wears as a badge of honor (personal communication, 

March 30, 2006). The organization is supported by the United Food and Commercial 

Workers labor union, which had attempted to unionize Wal-Mart workers for many years 

with limited success. According to Washington Post reporter, Amy Joyce, WUWM 

represents the “latest manifestation of the ongoing campaign to change Wal-Mart, Inc,” 

one that reflected a strategy switch from approaching employees in stores to putting a 

wider campaign targeted towards Wal-Mart consumers and the greater public (2005). In 

other words, a market-campaign. Through this, WUWM organizers hope that public 

reaction and negative publicity will force corporate changes (a tactic further enforced by 

sister groups like www.WalMartWatch.com, which provides up-to-the-minute 

information on the Wal-Mart reformation movement in an effort to educate and urge 

public to become more aware about their purchases at Wal-Mart mean) (Joyce, 2005).  

Incidentally, WUWM is not the first Internet campaign launched against Wal-

Mart. Exclusively web-based organizations like www.againstthewal.com contain the 

latest information on the Wal-Mart reform movement and have archived press clippings, 

web articles, research reports and academic papers as far back as July, 2002 in an effort 

to educate the public about the negative impacts Wal-Mart is having locally, nationally 

and worldwide. Excerpts from the author’s interview with the campaign webmaster on 

March 30th, 2006 will now be quoted at length given the great amount of insight it 
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provides on the role of the Internet on not just the Wal-Mart reform movement, but 

contemporary social movements in general (the full text is featured in the Appendix IV): 

 

Michael Dumlao (MD): How have user-driven technologies like blogs changed how 

movements like WMW connect with their constituents, the media, and target company? 

 

Against The Wal (AW): The Internet and its associated information technologies have 

democratized information processing and made low cost dissemination of information to 

the public possible. The Internet has also made the collection of information from a vast 

and growing International library of sources accessible on a timely basis. It is the sharing 

of information that propels a growing national movement to question the values and 

business practices of Wal-Mart. It is this information that is the driving force to bring 

about change in the way Wal-Mart does business or to organize opposition to the growth 

and expansion of the world's largest corporation.  Without the emergence and presence of 

a truly unregulated, unbiased (by corporate or government ownership) communications 

medium, like the Internet and its related technologies, the freedom to challenge a 

multibillion dollar business model that threatens the commercial and social fabric of our 

nation would not be possible. Wal-Mart's unparalleled growth and intrusiveness can only 

be understood and challenged through free access to public information and debate.  The 

Internet is setting the 21st Century's new standards for public access in every aspect of 

human endeavor.  It is providing sunlight to penetrate the vale of secrecy that shrouds so 

much of the operations of Wal-Mart and other multinational corporations that hold the 

purse strings to this shrinking planet, Earth.  As one author recently characterized Wal-

Mart, "We know more about the geology of Mars than we know about Wal-Mart's 

operations in Bentonville." It is the Internet with its free flow of information that will 

ultimately play a major role in Wal-Mart's success or failure as a corporate behemoth.  

 

MD: How has the Internet helped the anti-Wal-Mart movement mobilize its resources, 

cultivate supporters and challenge Wal Mart head-on? 

 

AW: The Internet is now the leading proponent of the anti-Wal-Mart movement in the 

US. It has brought hundreds of groups and organizations across our country together in 

sharing information, in organizing opposition to Wal-Mart's explosive expansion and in 

publicizing its negative impacts on business, environment and community.  Web-based 
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action sites like wakeupwalmart.com, walmartwatch.com and sprawl-busters.com (to 

name a few) are mobilizing Americans from all walks of life in a campaign to change or 

stop the destructive influence of Wal-Mart on American society.  This mobilization of 

manpower and resources into such a national campaign would not be possible without the 

Internet. 

  

MD: Do you feel that your Internet campaign has attracted WM's attention? 

 

AW: There is no doubt from the email we receive daily that Wal-Mart closely monitors 

our Internet presence, just like other Wal-Mart websites not funded or controlled by Wal-

Mart. Wal-Mart is all about controlling the message.  We are probably bookmarked in 

Bentonville and are a part of the Wal-Mart war room's growing public relations spin 

campaign resource base. There are no secrets on the Internet where free expression is still 

permitted to flow (personal communication, March 30, 2006).  

 

From this interview, one gleans that one of the most important contribution of the 

Internet is its ability to distribute, share and archive information on a given topic – albeit 

with lowered transactions costs and greater velocity and scope. Another condition, 

according to both Against The Wal and WUWM  is the web’s ability to drastically lower 

the barriers for people who would not otherwise join a Wal-Mart campaign (the “cost” is 

essentially free and anonymity is far more easily assured for workers who yearn to be 

active but need their jobs). Another anti-Wal-Mart site, the aptly addressed 

www.walmart-blows.com, is replete with anonymous postings from frustrated Wal-Mart 

workers who announce manager abuses, ask questions about their rights as workers and, 

most significantly, receive answers and resources from their web peers (usually from 

other, equally frustrated workers). Transcripts of postings are located in Appendix V.  

Furthermore, the website is a vital, interactive organizational tool that provides 

members with an opportunity to interact. According to Wicks of WUWM, “people log 
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on, access a wealth of information, read news, post comments, interact with other users 

then download sign-up sheets to engage in face-to-face membership recruitment” 

(personal communication, March 30, 2006).  This last point is particularly important, 

given the organization’s reliance on grassroots activity. On Monday, March 13, 2006,  

WUWM launched a membership drive called “March Madness” intended to sign up over 

15,000 new supporters by the group’s one-year anniversary on April 5, 2006. According 

to the organization’s website, members had signed up well over 25,000 new supporters, 

bringing the total of WUWM members to 210, 981. March Madness illustrates how web 

technology and face-to-face recruitment interact: the website provided visual, frequently 

updated ‘scoreboards’ of regional recruitment numbers as well as resources like sign-up 

sheets and marketing materials to help with the face-to-face pitch; the in-person 

interactions, in turn, helped to drive traffic to the website where members can access a 

wealth of information about why Wal-Mart needs to change along with steps of how to 

do it. According to Wicks, this would not have been possible without the Internet (“the 

costs would have been prohibitive, and we’re a five-man staff”) (personal 

communication, March 30, 2006). 

Blogs have become particularly important in that it allows for the immediate 

upload of information as well as immediate feedback and sharing among members.  To 

those in the contentious world of blog journalism, blogs also serve a vital purpose by 

reporting on stories that would otherwise go unnoticed by mainstream media (Hart and 

Jackson, 2005).  While a discussion of the debate between mainstream journalists and the 

desktop reporters of the blogosphere falls beyond the scope of this thesis, it bears 
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mentioning that blogs have become the frontier in what Reynolds considers the current 

reality of user-driven media content (2006). With blogs, freelance and amateur writers 

with an interest in a field unmonitored by corporate media have unfettered access to a 

world of news-consumers. According to Ahrens of the Washington Post, “As happened 

with the supposed Air National Guard service records of President Bush and countless 

lesser stories, the Web -- bloggers, alt-news sites and so forth -- can now drive 

mainstream news coverage. Folks who never read a blog but read papers and watch the 

news now know that significant anti-Wal-Mart sentiment exists” (January, 2006). The 

same can be said of Wal-Mart monitoring. Hart and Jackson write that “While there is 

now a growing groundswell of critical concern about the company,” mainstream media 

had been previously favorable towards Wal-Mart, praising it for its innovative business 

procedures despite activist alerts that these practices were damaging to its workers; 

indeed, “it is activists which are leading the way, with most media, so far, trailing 

behind” (Hart and Jackson, 2005).  

One case, reported on by a number of bloggers and then mainstream media like 

the Washington Post, involves an unfortunate case of online product recommendations. 

Borrowing Amazon.com-style product recommendations, WalMart.com suffered 

embarrassment when bloggers, making DVD purchases, discovered the website was 

recommending to the movie “Planet of the Apes” documentaries on African-American 

figures like the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., black boxing legend Jack Johnson and 

Dorothy Dandridge along with “Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory.” Wal-Mart was 

able to usher an apology, but not before bloggers were able to drive mainstream media to 

 116



 

the story and add to the already growing number of Wal-Mart embarrassments (Ahrens, 

2006).  

Former Democratic congressman David Bonior (now head of American Rights at 

Work) remarks that non-traditional and more entertaining techniques “simply trump dry 

National Labor Relations Board reports” and are better able to exploit the viral nature of 

the blogosphere’s communication channel. Within the first week of posting a cartoon 

featuring Wal-Mart spokesperson Garth Brooks singing “Friends with Low Wages” (a 

parody of the song “Friends in Low Places” about Wal-Mart’s sub-standard pay and 

benefits), over 100,000 hits were logged and over 120 blogs were said to have linked 

directly to their site (which, like WUWM, featured scathing critiques of Wal-Mart and 

suggestions for action). “That’s entirely due to bloggers,” said deputy director Lis 

Cattaneo,” I sent about 20 bloggers the cartoon link. They shared it” (Edwards, 2006).  

 Another example of anti-Wal-Mart blog action includes an internal, executive 

memo from Wal-Mart CEO Lee Scott, that instructed managers to only hire younger, 

healthier employees to cut down on health care costs (Edwards, 2006). Leaked to Wal-

Mart Watch spokesperson Tracy Sefl, the memo was posted on their website and was 

quickly taken-up by bloggers. The memo was then leaked to the New York Times which 

ran a story on October, 2005. As with many other stories about Wal-Mart, much of the 

“buzz” first occurs in the blogosphere and is thereafter picked-up by mainstream media. 

Incidentally, Wal-Mart considers both channels of communication areas of considerable 

concern. 
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The Intervening Variable: Brand attacks and the Zogby Poll 
Writers and analysts agree that there is “evidence that the bad press has taken a 

toll on the company. A 2004 report prepared for Wal-Mart by McKinsey and Co. found 

that up to 8 percent of Wal-Mart customers no longer shop there because of “negative 

press they have heard.” For the last two Christmas shopping seasons, the company has 

reported lower-than-expected sales” (Frank, 2006). In Decemer, 2005, the first national 

survey of public attitudes and opinions about Wal-Mart by Zogby International finds 

American adults hold an increasingly negative view of Wal-Mart. The poll found 38 

percent, or nearly four in 10 Americans, hold an unfavorable opinion of Wal-Mart, and 

46 percent of Americans believe Wal-Mart's public image is worse than it was one year 

ago. Furthermore, 56 percent of American adults agreed with the statement: "Wal-Mart 

was bad for America. It may provide low prices, but these prices come with a high moral 

and economic cost." In contrast, only 39 percent of American adults agreed with the 

opposing statement: "I believe Wal-Mart is good for America. It provides low prices and 

saves consumers money every day." (US Newswire, 2005). 

A further comparison of the Zogby poll (a national telephone survey of 1,012 

adults conducted between November 15, 2005 through November 18, 2005 which had a 

margin of error of plus or minus 3.2 percent) to a similar national poll conducted by 

Lake, Snell, Perry in January 2005 yields a consistent trend of shoppers changing their 

shopping habits because of negative news on Wal-Mart. There was a decrease by 18 

percentage points among high frequency shoppers and a 5 percent increase in the number 

of consumers who have chosen to stop shopping at Wal-Mart altogether. Incidentally, 
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between January and November, 28 percent more American consumers had heard, seen 

or read something about Wal-Mart that lessened their favorability toward the corporation. 

Perhaps the most intriguing result is that “six in 10 American adults believe Wal-Mart is 

seen as a retail monopoly that threatens the American economy, 61 percent of Americans 

are concerned that Wal-Mart is too powerful an economic force in America, and 63 

percent of Americans agree that the impact of the Wal-Mart business model should be 

investigated by our nation's elected political leaders” (US Newswire, 2005). 

A November, 2005 article in Newsweek reports that “Chris Ohlinger, CEO of the 

consulting firm SIRS, says his company's consumer surveys have shown a significant 

drop in shoppers' trust in Wal-Mart in recent years.” Ohlinger’s models suggest the 

falloff could cut short-term sales by 1 percent while on Wall Street, stock analysts' 

reports cite the potential costs of litigation and unionization as worries to investors. There 

is significant concern over Wal-Mart's rising costs (much of them due to Wal-Mart’s 

recent announcement of extending more affordable health care to its families) and 

slowing same-store sales growth (largely attributed to the often successful protests by 

community development groups against what is commonly perceived as Wal-Mart 

invasions).46 The result: the stock, which traded near $48 last week, is off more than 20 

percent from early 2002, when it traded above $60” (McGinn, Schrobsdorff and Joseph, 

2005).  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

46 Robert Greenwald’s movie “WalMart: The High Cost of Low Price” concludes a stirring audit of Wal-
Mart’s influence on the world’s lives and economy with an exhaustive list of communities throughout the 
U.S. and abroad who have successfully resisted the often unwanted development of a Wal-Mart in their 
area. More information on the movie can be accessed through www.walmartmovie.com. Also, although not 
limited to Wal-Mart, a list of communities that have resisted big-box retail development can be found on 
http://www.sprawl-busters.com/victoryz.html (accessed April 1, 2006).  
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Even Wal-Mart itself reported concern that the barrage of critiques from WUWM 

and its sister online organizations had managed to penetrate their consumer base. 

Consider the following excerpt from a “Talk of the Nation” interview on National Public 

Radio between host Neal Conan, Aaron Bernstein from Business Week Magazine and 

Wal-Mart spokesperson, Mona Williams: 

Neal Conan (NC): Wal-Mart has endured withering attacks from critics for many years 

now. Why is it starting to reach out to them now? 

 

Aaron Bernstein (AB): Well, like you said, its stock price has not been doing well in 

recent years, its sales growth has slowed, and while not all of that can be attributed to its 

reputational problems, clearly its image has taken a blow and they're worried about it. 

 

NC: Do they have any numbers that suggest their customers are affected by this 

criticism? 

 

AB: If they do, they haven't shared them publicly. But sales of--their same-store sales 

have slowed and more importantly they know what they're trying to do, which is to 

expand in places like New York and California where historically there are much louder 

critics of Wal-Mart and Wal-Martization in general. So they're worried that their 

customers who they're trying to reach in two of these new areas are going to resist and 

listen to the critics more. 

 

NC: And one of the first questions I guess people are going to ask is, are these new 

policies that they're talking about, is this just window dressing or is this substance? 

 

Mona Williams (MW): I think you make a key point there, and it's important that folks 

understand that our activities over the past weeks and months are really not just about 

communicating outward and making it a PR campaign, but it's really an attempt to make 

sure we're thinking about the right things and make sure that people in the country are 

thinking about the right things. It's a little bit of a shift for us, because as we continue to 

mature as a company, we're thinking about our business in a new way, and key to that is 

that a lot of the issues, Neal, that we've dealt with from a defense posture, some of the 
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wages, the benefits, the ethical sourcing, the environment--we're trying to look at those as 

opportunities to embrace proactively and become a stronger company along the way. So, 

clearly, there's more work to do there, but what Lee Scott tried to do last week was lay 

out a framework for our thinking and do just that. 

 

NC: Mm-hmm. Who is responsible, if Wal-Mart has--to the extent that Wal-Mart has a 

bad image, who is responsible for that? 

 

MW: Well, I think there are probably multiple folks who can step up to that. You know, 

we have different types of critics, and I think it's important that we understand there are 

some folks who aren't going to like us no matter what we do, people who want, you 

know, us to fail because it lifts them up, and those are some of our competitors and, 

clearly, the labor unions. But to be fair, we've made a lot of our own mistakes, so we try 

to turn toward the other group of critics, and these are people with genuine concerns in 

these areas who want to work with us and help us to become better in the process and 

make the country a better place, and we're spending a lot of time with those folks, having 

a lot of thoughtful discussions. 

 

MW: Keep in mind that Wal-Mart does make life better for so many people in this 

country, and as you look at things that you guys called `reputation hits,' the health-care 

memo, the reputation memo, this economic impact study--these are all ways that we're 

trying to get better, because you have to know where you are to know how to get to 

where you want to be. And while we do a lot of things right, we're still working on 

getting better all the time. 

 

What one can draw from this interview is that Wal-Mart’s responses are clearly about 

fixing a broken trust between the firm and its consumers. Its brand has, indeed, taken a 

beating – and rightfully so in some cases according to the firm’s own admission (“we’ve 

made a lot of our own mistakes”). More importantly is the direct, positive correlation 

between a strong brand, consumer confidence and business growth. To Robert Passikoff, 

a branding expert from Brand Keys Consulting, that Wal-Mart’s brand equity is on the 
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decline is no small matter: “In retailing, the success of a brand is determined by consumer 

votes. And consumers vote with their wallets. We’re not saying this means fewer people 

are shopping at Wal-Mart but that maybe they’re not going back a second or third time in 

the same week” (Bhatnagar, 2006). And so with a drop in consumer rapport and 

consequent dips in sales, Wal-Mart responds to its critiques and concerned consumers – 

doing so in the ‘big-box’ way that befits a corporate behemoth.  

 

The Dependent Variable: War-Rooms and Media Day  
Analyzing the dependent variable (Wal-Mart’s change in communication policy) 

lends great credibility to the thesis’ argument that consumers engaged in ICT-mediated 

campaigns can better incur corporate compliance with public concerns. Consider the 

following conversation between NPR host Neal Conan and Wal-Mart spokesperson 

Mona Williams from the same interview described before:  

CN: I'm sure you saw the story in today's New York Times about the `war room' that 

Wal-Mart has set up there in Bentonville to get quick response out to the criticisms. Is it a 

political campaign, that sort of thing? It must cost a lot of money, for one thing. 

 

MW: Well, this room that you saw in The Times this morning is just a few feet from my 

office, so I'm very familiar with it. And when you look at the opposition, the folks who 

are running the ads against Wal-Mart and out there, you know, agitating--and there's lots 

and lots of them who are making a living based on criticizing Wal-Mart. They come from 

a campaign background. They're approaching it like a campaign. And we felt that we 

needed to do the same thing. Our associates want us to get our story out. Our customers 

want us to get, you know, the real facts, the true story out, and so we've realized that 

we've got to be a little more sophisticated in how we do that, and that's what we're trying 

to do. 
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That Mona Williams should compare the communications battle between Wake-Up and 

Wal-Mart to a political campaign is an apt analogy given the April 2, 2006 New York 

Times report on the sweeping changes the Internet has created in the political 

communications landscape. According to this report, there is a growing disintermediation 

of traditional media once regarded as the foundational keys to voter influence: 

“Democrats and Republicans are sharply increasing their use of e-mail, interactive Web 

sites, candidate and party blogs, and text messaging to raise money, organize get-out-the-

vote efforts and assemble crowds for rallies. The Internet, they say, appears to be far 

more efficient, and less costly, than the traditional tools of politics, notably door 

knocking and telephone banks. Analysts say the campaign television advertisement, 

already diminishing in influence with the proliferation of cable stations, faces new 

challenges as campaigns experiment with technology that allows direct messaging to 

more specific audiences and through unconventional means. 

 

Those include podcasts featuring a daily downloaded message from a candidate and so-

called viral attack videos, designed to set off peer-to-peer distribution by e-mail chains, 

without being associated with any candidate or campaign. Campaigns are now studying 

popular Internet social networks, like Friendster and Facebook, as ways to reach groups 

of potential supporters with similar political views or cultural interests. President Bush's 

media consultant, Mark McKinnon, said television advertising, while still crucial to 

campaigns, had become markedly less influential in persuading voters than it was even 

two years ago” (Nagourney, 2006) 

 

The field is no different with the corporate arena – particularly the retail industry which 

has seen some of the greatest amount of change with the advent of the Internet (consider 

Amazon and E-bay). Wal-Mart, as the largest company in this industry, was surprisingly 

slow in adapting to the increasing reality of blog-as-news; however, with the creation of 

the PR war room as noted above, there is increasing company pressure to ‘catch up.’ 

Mona Williams says, “as more Americans go to the Internet to get information from 

 123



 

varied credible, trusted sources, Wal-Mart is committed to participating in that online 

conversation” (Barbaro, 2006).  

As part of its changes in communications policy (which were in large part a 

response to lowered brand equity attributed to online market campaigns like WUWM), 

Wal-Mart engaged in a number of activities that marked major departures from their 

tradition of corporate secrecy. With regards to Wal-Mart’s relationship with suppliers, 

Fishman writes, “Wal-Mart imposed a wall of silence around its operations… The silence 

isn’t a matter of business etiquette or courtesy – it is policy, chillingly absolute. The 

silence is backed by muscle, the threat of losing the business of Wal-Mart” (2006: 86). 

Now, Wal-Mart claims to be more open, even proclaiming to engage its detractors head-

on with a widely-publicized conference in November, 2005 on the firm’s economic and 

social impact organized by an independent panel of academics through Washington, DC-

based consulting firm Global Insight (D’Innocenzio, 2005).  

According to the New York Times, “One of the world's most private of public 

companies went public in an unusual way yesterday when it hosted a presentation of nine 

academic papers on Wal-Mart's impact on the economy, the retailer's latest move to 

repair its image. The conference's sessions featured statistics, charts and econometric 

models. The papers focused on different aspects of the world's largest retailer, finding 

positive and negative impacts”(Greenhouse, 2005). To claim accuracy and non-bias, 

Wal-Mart provided unprecedented access to data on sales, employment, and wages at 

Wal-Mart stores and Wal-Mart Supercenters, going back to the mid-1980's; detailed data 
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on its purchases from its suppliers in 2004; and, a sampling of employee wage data by 

store and job category for October 2004 (Steins, 2005). 

From economic conference to media junket, Wal-Mart also plans to invite the 

entire media from April 18th to 19th, 2006 in Rogers, Arkansas, prompting some analysts 

to say “Once upon a time, Wal-Mart couldn’t care less about the media” and ponder why 

Wal-Mart, with all its clout and influence, doesn’t simply dismiss image attacks and pay 

attention to business-as-usual (Bhatnagar, 2006). According to Wal-Mart executives, 

“Media Day” will be an unbridled opportunity for members of the on and offline media 

community to engage face-to-face with its spin squad. While the event has yet to 

transpire as of the writing of this thesis, guesses on why this is being put together and 

what it intends to accomplish are quite consistent: for retail consultant George Whalin, 

“Now more than ever, Wal-Mart is facing a lot of pressure coming from so many 

different directions. I think this is why Wal-Mart is putting more effort into 

communicating with the media” (Bhatnagar, 2006). 

Until then, however, one last story remains to be told – one that provides further 

evidence not just of the extent corporations must now communicate openly and candidly 

with their stakeholders (consumers, workers, shareholders and communities), but how 

this communication must be mediated – namely, through ICTs like blogging. In January, 

2006, Wal-Mart was subject to yet another public relations scandal, only one that 

confirmed the importance of the medium rather than the message. Wal-Mart, under 

guidance from its PR war-room, had decided to send pro-Wal-Mart material to 

conservative bloggers in Washington, DC. While Wal-Mart did not say these bloggers 
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could not cite the source of what would be exclusive information, neither did the 

company did not encourage them to refer to the source of the information. While most 

journalists are protected from revealing sources, it is argued that blog media has 

increasingly followed a growing convention of citation and transparency (Holtz, 2006). 

That some blog entries were posted verbatim (defying in some cases the first-person, 

personal narrative from which blogs are said to derive their popularity)  created an 

immediate flurry of blogosphere fact-checking that immediately linked each entry back to 

Wal-Mart. Accusations of Wal-Mart violating the blogger’s integrity was met with 

reminders that anti-Wal-Mart groups were similarly beholden to information from labor 

unions when their blogs are posted. The difference however, is that in those cases, the 

sources are cited and blogs maintain their editorial independence.  

The importance of this case lies not in whether Wal-Mart compromised its 

bloggers or the debate of whether bloggers are afforded the same source-privileges as 

print journalists; the significance lies in that the discussion is revolving around blogging 

itself. One can argue that blogs have certainly come into a certain prominence if the 

world’s most powerful company chooses it to respond to its detractors (the most vocal 

and effective of which, incidentally, are bloggers themselves). A review of blog 

conversations about the Wal-Mart blog debacle across even a few blogs like 

blog.basturea.com or blog.holtz.com reveal less text on Wal-Mart and more debate on the 

rules of engagement when it comes to bloggers and corporate PR. Some consistent rules 

revolve around the pre-eminence of personal opinion and unfettered conversation. The 

problem with Wal-Mart’s blog tactic was that it failed to instruct bloggers on how to 
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reference their entries; additionally, verbatim inclusion of the Wal-Mart emails 

disregarded the personal-voice and provided little incentive for conversation.  

And it is in this notion of blog “conversation” that lies the future of corporate 

communication; a two-way dialogue that defines company-client relations as equal and 

open and best facilitated by the software capacity of the web-log (Scoble, 2006: 36). For 

Wal-Mart, this provides a potent opportunity: should Wal-Mart engage in blogging again 

(having learned from its mistakes), the medium offers entry into an area that is growing 

more credible by the day as a source of information – provided, of course, that Wal-Mart 

continues on its altered course towards greater transparency.  

Eschewing its layers of secrecy, that Wal-Mart has begun to change is an 

important story to tell. Consider, for example, that as early as 2002, when Wal-Mart 

board members were growing concerned about the company's reputation, Wal-Mart 

commissioned surveys; these showed Americans were worried about the quality of Wal-

Mart jobs and its impact on communities. The company thereafter began making 

changes: it designed new store facades to blend in better with towns' existing 

architecture; it trained store managers to join civic boards and sprinkle donations around 

more effectively; it opened a corporate-diversity office; it began to better communicate 

its promote-from-within ethos and the fact that most employees have better insurance at 

Wal-Mart than they did before they were hired. "We're making real substantive business 

changes," says spokeswoman Mona Williams. "It'd be a mistake to act like all of this was 

a PR campaign" (McGinn, Schrobsdorff and Joseph, 2005). 
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Conclusion 
So just what can one make of Wal-Mart and its critics? That it is an example of a 

company successfully marked by tech-savvy activists engaged in a market-campaign for 

social change? Or that the age of social-software and user-driven content publishing has 

ushered in a new era of civic engagement and corporate transparency? From the evidence 

presented, one can at the very least assert that Wake-Up Wal Mart did, indeed, wake up 

the retail Goliath – but not through traditional door knocking or blog posts exclusively; 

rather, the two tactics were executed in concert – each supporting the other to achieve 

maximum brand targeting and public awareness. Furthermore, this was done not in spite 

of traditional broadcast and print media, but similarly in concert; although in the 

beginning, activist blogs and websites were the only ones caring about Wal-Mart’s litany 

of abuses, corporate media would follow years later; eventually, offline and online media 

would reinforce each other through references and citations.  

The case also enhances some of the chapter’s theoretical concerns, primarily that 

many of the Wal-Mart reformists (like Donna Lisenby) acted as networked individuals 

engaged in individualized collective action. In other words, they were unbound from 

geography or strict ties to institutional politics, acting on their own accord to great affect 

by using digital information and communication tools that embedded their otherwise 

solitary actions in vast networks of the world wide web. These virtuous consumer-

bloggers also confirmed Micheletti’s recurring assertion that “changes in the market have 

politicized consumption [which is] why our everyday lives as consumers are increasingly 

intertwined with global politics” (2003: xi). Overall, Wal-Mart reformists also 
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strengthened the argument that the market offers potent opportunities for political 

participation, particularly in the case of Wal-Mart’s corporate-social-responsibility, 

which, should it come to full fruition, could yield vast changes in the lives of many 

communities. 

As for Wal-Mart itself – with its now widely publicized shortcomings and almost 

equally well-marketed socially-responsible compliances – it still remains to be seen 

whether these are, indeed, more than a cosmetic PR move. Fortunately for those seeking 

reform, Wicks of Wake-Up Wal Mart promises that unlike the election-day limits of her 

electoral background, the Wal-Mart reform movement is in it for the long haul; even if 

Wal-Mart were to fulfill it’s myriad of promises and policy changes, Wake-Up Wal Mart 

will continue to fight so long as there were parts of Wal-Mart that still needed to be 

woken up (personal communication, March 30, 2006).  
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Chapter 5.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            

Conclusion 

 

In a personal interview on April 3, 2006, Walt Mossberg, author and creator of 

the Wall Street Journal’s “Personal Technology” column,47 remarked, “we organized 

marches in the 60’s using phone trees and busses; Tiananmen square was all about fax 

machines. People were able to organize long before blogs and cell phones. The question 

is, what makes the Internet any different? Perhaps you can say it enables a level of 

political participation that is unprecedented in history, but why?” (personal 

communication, April 3, 2006). Indeed, a few days before, an article appeared in the New 

York Times describing the sweeping changes the Internet has exerted on American 

politics: the increasing tactical shift from television to podcasting and the voter’s 

increasing reliance on blogs and websites over print media for information (Nagourney, 

2006). And most recently, a four-page spread in Businessweek on the increasingly 

political nature of modern consumption that aligns consumer behavior with politicized 

ideology – a condition that has many companies (and political parties) worried because 

the power shift from corporation to consumer is largely attributed to the empowering 

nature of the Internet, a medium that has proven its ability to render brands more 

vulnerable then ever before (Dunham, 2006).  

It is in this intersection of citizenship, consumption and technology that this thesis 

locates its argument: that as virtuous consumerism gains in importance alongside 

growing mainstream adoption of networked information and communication 

 

47 http://ptech.wsj.com/ accessed on April 6, 2006. 
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technologies, people will increasingly choose to exercise their social concerns in the 

space of the market rather than in traditional spheres of politics and civil society. 

Furthermore, this thesis hoped to illustrate that there is something different about how 

collective action and technology interacts today, and that there is something different 

about how consumers are choosing to exercise their citizenship. Digital social-network 

devices like the Internet are different from door-knocking, leaflets, letters, faxes and 

phone trees. Each is a technology that enables social networking, and each has been used 

to enable civic participation, but the barriers of cost, time and geography that may have 

hindered the less politically active before is largely overcome by advances in digital 

communications. This is not to say that a mouse-click or blog post has completely 

disintermediated marches and sit-ins; rather, they support and enable physical protests by 

distributing information and reporting on both political and corporate abuses that 

mainstream media would otherwise overlook (Reynolds, 2006: 90).  

To be clear, this thesis argues that people do not rely on one medium for 

information and decision-making alone. Consumers engage in media-multiplicity, 

looking to both digital technologies and traditional methods of print and face-to-face to 

acquire information and manage social networks. As Davies and Wellman continually 

posit, technology has to exist in a social context for it to be of any use. On the political 

front, this has become increasingly important, particularly when considering how citizens 

negotiate between multiple mediums to make voting decisions. Given the fact that the 

Internet is now available to over 76% of Americans (Digital Future Survey, 2005) and 

over 66% of American adults have cell phones (Pew Cell Phone Report, 2006), activists, 
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campaigners and marketers have to consider the implication of information, 

communication technologies and rethink “every assumption about running a campaign: 

how to reach different segments of voters, how to get voters to the polls, how to raise 

money, and the best way to have a candidate interact with the public.” (Nagourney, 

2006). In other words, ICTs and social software are different and significant because they 

have risen to become the ubiquitous standard of modern communications. According to 

Ken Mehlman, Republican national chairman, “The effect of the Internet on politics will 

be every bit as transformational as television was. If you want to get your message out, 

the old way of paying someone to make a TV ad is insufficient: You need your message 

out through the Internet, through e-mail…” (Nagourney, 2006). 

The same can be said of corporate communications and, most importantly, efforts 

by social movements to change corporate policy. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, web 

technologies and mobile telephony served to lower the transaction costs of collective 

organizing while lowering barriers to entry for those who would not have otherwise 

engaged efforts of social change; furthermore, it has allowed individuals to act – in 

accordance with Micheletti’s theory of individual collective action - without waiting for 

instructions from traditional movement organizations (Reynolds, 2006: 9). Bloggers blog 

not because they are instructed to (for the most part, anyway), but because they have a 

personal interest in a topic or view a lack of coverage on an area that they perceive as 

important. The significance here is that although these actions are based on individual 

agency, what news, opinions, discoveries and announcements are made are then 
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imbedded in other blogs, websites and even traditional media, thereby imbedding the 

individual act in a greater social network.  

Recall also that the technology is a reflection of not just changes in the target of 

collective action (the greater emphasis of corporate-targeting); social software and the 

new forms of civic engagement are also a reflection of the changes in how modern 

society defines its social networks and the acquisition of social capital. Throughout the 

thesis, a discussion of social networks was employed to illustrate the relationship-

enhancing nature of ICT development. In defiance of Putnam’s lament over technology’s 

dilution of social capital, Pew surveys, academic works and a case-study of mobile 

philanthropy demonstrated the power of web applications and cellular communications to 

empower new forms of civic action, strengthen existing ties, cultivate larger networks 

and gain access to otherwise elusive information from peripheral contacts. Furthermore, 

these theories hoped to illustrate how important it is to insert the actions of Wellman’s 

networked individual (for example, the single blogger) in the far-reaching activity and 

influence of the network (the blogosphere). These web-mediated networked were also 

argued to have taken greater importance given the increasing migration of commerce 

online (lending greater importance to commerce-driven action).  

But why change corporate policy? In seeking to affect social change, why have 

social movements and collective action in general become increasingly focused on firm 

behavior? Consider, for example, Wake-Up Wal-Mart, which, as a non-profit group in 

Washington, DC is quite unique in that they do not lobby congress nor regulatory 

agencies; their’s is a campaign that is mostly focused on the firm and, more importantly, 
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its consumers. Yes, they have a legislative tools section on their website which teaches 

members how to pressure elected officials with petitions and editorial letters; but consider 

that out of the seventeen national activities posted on their action portfolio, only two were 

connected to legislation (specifically, the Maryland “Fair Share” heath bill that requires 

companies to spend 8% of payroll budgets on worker health benefits that was 

successfully passed in January, 2006). The rest of the actions were focused on petitions to 

Wal-Mart and efforts to raise awareness amongst Wal-Mart’s millions of shoppers. Why? 

Because firms like Wal-Mart exert power over social, economic and political conditions.  

As Chapter 1 shows, targeting firms provides far more immediate resolution to 

social grievances than waiting for legislation to pass or regulatory commissions to take 

effect. Willmott provided evidence that a general decline in public trust in governments 

and corporate organizations over the 20th Century gave rise to alternative ways for 

voicing and acting out social concerns (2001). According to Scammel, “the act of 

consumption is becoming increasingly suffused with citizenship characteristics and 

consideration. Citizenship is not dead, or dying, but found in new places, in life politics… 

and in consumption. The site of citizen’s political involvement is moving from the 

production side of the economy to the consumption side” (2000: 351). In short, 

consumers have become increasingly aware of their political power and are increasingly 

willing to use it (Scammel, 2006: 353). Information and communication technologies 

empower consumers to make better informed, more ethical purchase decisions by acting 

as monitors of corporate behavior as well as marketing channels for ethically-

manufactured goods and services.  
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That the growing preeminence of the ideological consumer is closely tied to the 

growing ubiquity of the Internet and mobile telephony is forcing companies and political 

groups to reassess marketing and public relations strategies: 

“Targeted businesses "have to tread this incredibly fine line," says corporate 

communications strategist Arthur C. "Bud" Liebler, former senior vice-president for 

communications and marketing at Chrysler Corp. "There used to be a tendency by 

companies to ignore all [the attacks] and hope they'll go away. Now you can't ignore 

them because of all the Web sites, talk radio, and alternative newspapers” (Dunham, 

2006).  

 

Like Wal-Mart, other business can longer ignore the growing trend of politically-aligned 

consuming habits; as shopping becomes a compliment to voting or editorial writing, it 

becomes increasingly important for businesses to consider that whether and how their 

methods and practices comply (or not comply) with labor, environmental and 

community-impact standards will be monitored by this new breed of net-enabled citizen-

consumers. Blogs can either hurt or enhance brands and reputations, guide media 

attention (as in the case of Wal-Mart) and generate wide-spread support for anti-firm 

action (Dunham, 2006). For Reynolds, this movement is attributable to “the triumph of 

personal technology over mass technology” and that “like David’s sling, these new 

technologies empower the little guy to compete more effectively” (Reynolds, 2006: xiii). 

Recall, for a moment, that American democracy began with a consumer revolt – the 

Boston Tea Party. This was arguably an act of both citizenship and anti-consumption, 

revealing that the role of ‘consumer’ is infused with values, meaning and interests beyond 

that price and utility (Keum, 2004). Empowered by digital technology and an 
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unprecedented access to information, it is this author’s suggestion that today’s consumer 

can have as far-reaching an impact.  

 

Contribution and Implications 
The literature examined was drawn from work concerning ethical consumption 

and how technology affects social networks. Specifically, these works included the areas 

of a) social movements and consumer action (Friedman, Klein), b) social capital theory 

(Putnam), c) social network theory (Granovetter), d) consumer behavior (Aizen, Gabriel 

and Lang, Harrison, Kozinets), e) corporate social responsibility (Bollier, Krausz and 

Pava, Willmott) and a variety of literatures that explore how information technologies 

have affected each area aforementioned (Davies, Reynolds, Rheingold, Scoble and 

Wellman to name a few). Augmenting these were over twenty news articles, press 

releases, interview transcripts and excerpts from blogs and organizational sites which 

reported on specific connection between the broader theories.  

In perusing these works, particularly with regards to developments in social 

software and the rise of virtuous consumption, it became apparent that while there was 

increasing reportage on how technology was empowering the citizen-consumer, there 

was little in terms of a theoretical framework for analyzing how the social networks that 

are both maintained and arise from use of these devices connects with individual action in 

the specific context of the market as political space. Wellman, for example, introduces 

the ‘networked individual’ but locates his actions in social and political contexts, not 

consumerism. Davies discusses the connections of social software and social capital quite 
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explicitly, but does not tie-in consumer behavior. Harisson and colleagues (in “The 

Ethical Consumer”) discuss the important role of technology in informing consumers and 

monitoring corproate behavior, but had little to offer in terms of the nature of that 

technology. Putnam claimed the death of social capital at the hands of technology without 

knowing that, eventually, technology itself would move towards addressing his concerns 

and create social capital rather than destroy it. And Reynolds and Scoble, arguably the 

most technologically-evangelistic of the group, discussed the nature of the technology at 

length, along with their social impact, but failed to draw linkages with academic theory.  

The paper’s primary contribution to the literature, therefore, is an application of 

social capital, collective action and ethical consumption literature to digital social 

network technologies like web-logs (blogs), short-message service (SMS) and other so-

called ‘social-software’ applications. In a small way, it is an attempt to synthesize 

seemingly disparate but highly connected literature regarding networks, consumer 

behavior and social software, acknoweldging that in many cases, prior lack of 

connections was a function of technolgical arrival (‘social-software’ in its present 

manifestation did not exist at the time of Putnam’s writing). In doing so, the paper hopes 

to present a theoretical framework for analyzing how these devices enable individual 

consumers to affect changes in corporate and social policies by imbedding their actions in 

digitally-mediated social networks.  

The thesis also offers unique case studies in terms of mobile philanthropy (and its 

implications in fundraising and social organizing) as well as the Wal-Mart reform 

movement (an attempted contribution to ongoing research on the blog’s emergence as the 
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citizen-consumer’s most potent tool for social change). The case of SMS-mediated 

donation is offered as a strategy for non-profits wishing to connect fiduciary needs with 

new revenue streams while enabling consumers to similarly connect with their cause. The 

most-likely case of Wal-Mart reform, as the chapter suggests, stands as cautionary tale 

for companies in any industry who fail to acknowledge the growing power of logged-in, 

blogging consumers.  

 

Suggested Future Research 
As social-software development continues on its course of rapid, breakneck 

development (operating under conditions of novelty where a once revered site like 

Friendster – which was founded in 2002 - is now, in 2006, considered passe),48 it is an 

offered hope that the industry’s role in influencing and creating social change will be 

taken under greater consideration.  The social-software industry already operates under 

the mantra of empowered social-networks; it is generally accepted that what makes these 

new devices so popular and profitable is that it facilitates how users gather information 

and manage relationships. However, it is yet unclear to what extent these devices 

influence behaviors and decision making (i.e., ethical purchases and voter allegiances).   

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

48 http://www.danah.org/papers/FriendsterMySpaceEssay.html accessed on April 8, 2006: “Friendster was 
a new thing, full of interesting content that motivated people to surf and surf and surf. Surfing motivated 
people to post more interesting things. Friendster became less novel and more restrictive and, thus, more 
lame. MySpace launched  and… created all sorts of culture and profiles complete with massive amounts of 
media, and helped figure out how to hack the system to make the profiles more expressive. MySpace didn't 
stop them. As a result, the cultural enthusiasm was nurtured and it grew and grew and grew...” 

 

 138

http://www.danah.org/papers/FriendsterMySpaceEssay.html


 

Due to limits in time and resources, this thesis was unable to empirically measure 

the exact connection between social-software and consumer behavior. If social-software 

is intended to approximate face-to-face interaction, does it then also replicate the 

influences that such physically-intimate forms of networking have on decision-making? 

Are we, as web-enabled citizen-consumers any more willing to buy an ethical product or 

vote for a political party because a web-peer recommended it? While this thesis sought to 

illustrate that there consumers have unprecedented access to and are influenced by 

activist information, it was not able to asses to what extent this information guides or 

influences behavior. Perhaps a regressions analysis of influencing factors (both online 

and offline) might lend a good start to this analysis.  

As both the New York Times and Business Week articles discussed in the 

beginning of this chapter illustrate, there is growing interest and concern over the 

connection between political ideology and consumer preference. Companies need data to 

inform marketing strategies against activist attack and political campaigns need better 

guidance on how to mediate corporate contributions and consumer brand preferences (for 

example, is the pressure to only accept contributions from firms whose reputations are 

aligned with base-vote ideologies greater given campaign contributions can be easily 

explored and exposed on a blog?). This becomes even more important as reportage and 

campaigns (political and corporate) migrate their activities ever-increasingly online, 

spending less resources on once “mainstream” media like television and newspapers. 

While this begs future research into the efficacy of online tactics versus offline strategies, 

research will also be needed in assessing what, if any, causal linkages exist between 
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voting patterns and consumer preferences. If Democrats only buy “blue” and Republicans 

only buy “red,” how greatly will this change strategies for political campaigners, 

consumer advocates and corporate marketing departments? 

More important would be research into the extent to which ethical consumption 

has (or will) serve as a proxy for voting or other forms of civic duty? Are the 

significantly high, non-voting population of consumers in America expressing political 

ideologies through their shopping decisions rather than more traditional methods of civic 

engagement? It would be interesting to correlate rate of voting or volunteering (typical 

measures of social capital) with rates of ethical shopping. Furthermore, one must consider 

to what extent consumers view what are usually ad hoc instances of ethical buying (a 

bracelet attached to a cause here, a lipstick whose proceeds will go towards research 

there) as actual avenues for social change. Does one’s purchase really help them 

understand the cause? Does a click-and-pledge donation do more than satisfy an urge to 

contribute?  

Fundamentally, this thesis endeavored to illustrate the power of information and 

that social-software and digital network devices, when executed well, can influence what 

and how information is exposed to citizen-consumers. Consumers were said to now hold 

the upper-hand in the company-client relationship because they are better informed; 

companies are concerned with their inability to control what information is leaked, spun 

and publicized about them; social-networks are created out of shared bits of information, 

and it has been repeatedly argued that Granovetter’s weak-tie doctrine is important 

because it explains how individuals can access information that only exists beyond their 
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intimate ties; Democracy, itself, as well as the notion of the perfect competition in 

economic theory is predicated on information 49; and the world, as is commonly 

accepted, has been operating in an Information Revolution.  

Certainly, information is great, but what does one do with it once it has been 

absorbed? Information influences, but how can one take that influence and turn it into 

principle, a code of ethics, an identity? While this thesis hoped to document and 

synthesize what has become seemingly vogue topics of “social-software,” “ethical-

consumers” and “corporate-social-responsibility,” if we, as consumers are intent on 

consuming (on and offline), there exists an offered hope that such consumption will 

increasingly emerge as a form of civic duty able to influence policy and engender needed 

reforms.  

So virtuous shoppers of the world unite; you have the market to reclaim.   

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

49 For the role of information in Democracy, access www.irpp.org/miscpubs/archive/020510e.pdf; for the 
role of information in classic economic theory, access  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perfect_competition 
(both retrieved April 8, 2006). 

 141

http://www.irpp.org/miscpubs/archive/020510e.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perfect_competition


 

References 

Appendices 
 

I The Nike Sweatshop Email  

 “Nike now lets you personalize your shoes by submitting a word or phrase, which they will stitch onto 
your shoes under the swoosh. So, Jonah Peretti filled out the form and sent them $50 to stitch 
"SWEATSHOP" onto his shoes." 

Here are the responses he got... 

------------------------------------------------ 
From: "Personalize, NIKE iD"  
To: "'Jonah H. Peretti'"  

Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000  

Your NIKE iD order was cancelled for one or more of the following reasons:  

1) Your Personal iD contains another party's trademark or other intellectual property 
2) Your Personal iD contains the name of an athlete or team we do not have the legal right to use 
3) Your Personal iD was left blank. Did you not want any personalization? 
4) Your Personal iD contains profanity or inappropriate slang, and besides, your mother would slap us. If 
you wish to reorder your NIKE iD product with a new personalization please visit us again at 
www.nike.com 

Thank you, NIKE iD 

------------------------------------------------ 
From: "Jonah H. Peretti"  
To: "Personalize, NIKE iD"  

Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000  

Greetings, My order was canceled but my personal NIKE iD does not violate any of the criteria outlined in 
your message. The Personal iD on my custom ZOOM XC USA running shoes was the word "sweatshop." 
Sweatshop is not:  

1) another's party's trademark, 
2) the name of an athlete, 
3) blank, or 
4) profanity.  

I choose the iD because I wanted to remember the toil and labor of the children that made my shoes. Could 
you please ship them to me immediately.  
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Thanks and Happy New Year, 
Jonah Peretti  

------------------------------------------------ 
From: "Personalize, NIKE iD"  
To: "'Jonah H. Peretti'"  

Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000  

Dear NIKE iD Customer, 
Your NIKE iD order was cancelled because the iD you have chosen contains, as stated in the previous e-
mail correspondence, "inappropriate slang". If you wish to reorder your NIKE iD product with a new 
personalization please visit us again at nike.com  

Thank you, NIKE iD  
 
------------------------------------------------ 
From: "Jonah H. Peretti"  
To: "Personalize, NIKE iD"  

Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000 

Dear NIKE iD, 

Thank you for your quick response to my inquiry about my custom ZOOM XC USA running shoes. 
Although I commend you for your prompt customer service, I disagree with the claim that my personal iD 
was inappropriate slang.  

After consulting Webster's Dictionary, I discovered that "sweatshop" is in fact part of standard English, and 
not slang. The word means: "a shop or factory in which workers are employed for long hours at low wages 
and under unhealthy conditions" and its origin dates from 1892. So my personal iD does meet the criteria 
detailed in your first email.  

Your web site advertises that the NIKE iD program is "about freedom to choose and freedom to express 
who you are." I share Nike's love of freedom and personal expression. The site also says that "If you want it 
done right...build it yourself." I was thrilled to be able to build my own shoes, and my personal iD was 
offered as a small token of appreciation for the sweatshop workers poised to help me realize my vision. I 
hope that you will value my freedom of expression and reconsider your decision to reject my order.  

Thank you,  
Jonah Peretti  
 
------------------------------------------------ 
From: "Personalize, NIKE iD"  
To: "'Jonah H. Peretti'"  

Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000  
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Dear NIKE iD Customer, 
Regarding the rules for personalization it also states on the NIKE iD web site that "Nike reserves the right 
to cancel any personal iD up to 24 hours after it has been submitted".  

In addition, it further explains: "While we honor most personal iDs, we cannot honor every one. Some may 
be (or contain) other's trademarks, or the names of certain professional sports teams, athletes or celebrities 
that Nike does not have the right to use. Others may contain material that we consider inappropriate or 
simply do not want to place on our products.  

Unfortunately, at times this obliges us to decline personal iDs that may otherwise seem unobjectionable. In 
any event, we will let you know if we decline your personal iD, and we will offer you the chance to submit 
another." With these rules in mind, we cannot accept your order as submitted. If you wish to reorder your 
NIKE iD product with a new personalization please visit us again at www.nike.com 

Thank you,  
NIKE iD  

------------------------------------------------ 
From: "Jonah H. Peretti"  
To: "Personalize, NIKE iD"  
Subject: RE: Your NIKE iD order o16468000 

Dear NIKE iD, 
Thank you for the time and energy you have spent on my request. I have decided to order the shoes with a 
different iD, but I would like to make one small request. Could you please send me a color snapshot of the 
ten-year-old Vietnamese girl who makes my shoes?  

Thanks, 
Jonah Peretti  

------------------------------------------------ 

(retrieved April 1, 2006 from http://www.rangerville.com/NikeIntro.html) 

 

II Projected Internet use in the USA. Source: Jupiter Media Metrix (http://www.jmm.com) 

 
US Online users forecast 2002 - 2006 (millions)  
 
2002 - 157.6 
2003 - 173.1 
2004 - 187.5 
2005 - 200.5 
2006 - 210.8 

US Online retail revenue projection ($billion) 2002 - 
2006  

2002 - 47.8 
2003 - 63.9 
2004 - 82.9 
2005 - 104.4 
2006 - 130.3 
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III Statistics On Blogs and the Blogosphere (from www.technorati.com accessed March 1, 2006). 
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IV Full Interview with Against The Wal (transcript of email received April 2, 2006). 

Michael Dumlao (MD): How have user-driven technologies like blogs changed how movements like 

WMW connect with their constituents, the media, and target company? 

 

Against The Wal (AW): The Internet and its associated information technologies have democratized 

information processing and made low cost dissemination of information to the public possible. The Internet 

has also made the collection of information from a vast and growing International library of sources 

accessible on a timely basis. It is the sharing of information that propels a growing national movement to 

question the values and business practices of Wal-Mart. It is this information that is the driving force to 

bring about change in the way Wal-Mart does business or to organize opposition to the growth and 

expansion of the world's largest corporation.  Without the emergence and presence of a truly unregulated, 

unbiased (by corporate or government ownership) communications medium, like the Internet and its related 

technologies, the freedom to challenge a multibillion dollar business model that threatens the commercial 

and social fabric of our nation would not be possible. Wal-Mart's unparalleled growth and intrusiveness can 

only be understood and challenged through free access to public information and debate.  The Internet is 

setting the 21st Century's new standards for public access in every aspect of human endeavor.  It is 

providing sunlight to penetrate the vale of secrecy that shrouds so much of the operations of Wal-Mart and 

other multinational corporations that hold the purse strings to this shrinking planet, Earth.  As one author 

recently characterized Wal-Mart, "We know more about the geology of Mars than we know about Wal-

Mart's operations in Bentonville." It is the Internet with its free flow of information that will ultimately play 

a major role in Wal-Mart's success or failure as a corporate behemoth.  

 

MD: How has the Internet helped the anti-Wal-Mart movement mobilize its resources, cultivate supporters 

and challenge Wal Mart head-on? 

 

AW: The Internet is now the leading proponent of the anti-Wal-Mart movement in the US. It has brought 

hundreds of groups and organizations across our country together in sharing information, in organizing 

opposition to Wal-Mart's explosive expansion and in publicizing its negative impacts on business, 

environment and community.  Web-based action sites like wakeupwalmart.com, walmartwatch.com and 

sprawl-busters.com (to name a few) are mobilizing Americans from all walks of life in a campaign to 



 

 147

change or stop the destructive influence of Wal-Mart on American society.  This mobilization of manpower 

and resources into such a national campaign would not be possible without the Internet. 

 

MD: How has the Internet helped the anti-Wal-Mart movement mobilize its resources, cultivate supporters 

and challenge Wal Mart head-on? 

 

AW: Againstthewal.com is an Internet campaign with no organizational goals other than to provide 

current and archived information on Wal-Mart. We also provide source material and contacts for Internet 

users who may oppose the unrestricted expansion of Wal-Mart. Without the Internet, againstthewal.com 

would not exist and the financial resources necessary to oppose Wal-Mart through traditional media 

channels of information distribution would be prohibitive (e.g. cost of email v. snail mail, etc.). 

  

MD: Do you feel that your Internet campaign has attracted WM's attention? 

 

AW: There is no doubt from the email we receive daily that Wal-Mart closely monitors our Internet 

presence, just like other Wal-Mart websites not funded or controlled by Wal-Mart. Wal-Mart is all about 

controlling the message.  We are probably bookmarked in Bentonville and are a part of the Wal-Mart war 

room's growing public relations spin campaign resource base. There are no secrets on the Internet where 

free expression is still permitted to flow.  

 

MD: How do you connect online action with offline activity? 

 

AW: Just as we are responding to your survey, againstthewal.com responds to email inquiries and requests 

for assistance.  We provide contact information to organizations or groups that may be helpful to those 

making inquiries. Information sharing is the real power and the major contribution of our Internet site to the 

Wal-Mart fight. Againstthewal.com has no other offline activity outside of maintaining our Internet 

presence.  
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V Excerpts from www.walmart-blows.com (accessed April 5, 2006) 

My God Wake up people ..these Evaluations are Screwing US!!

corporate_lackey

Posted: Tue Apr 04, 2006 5:57 am   

Yes, it's sad that some work full-time, yet their income is so low, they still qualify for some of these 

programs. It used to be that you could do a "basic" job and still get ahead some financially. Maybe in 1970 

you could work full-time at Wal-Mart and make an OK living, especially if you bought some stock back 

then, when the company was growing phenomenally.  

Unfortunately, it seems to me that the yearly raises have not kept up with inflation and the cost of living, 

not even close. Everything, including the merchandise Wal-Mart sells goes up, but not Wal-Mart's wages. 

 

 

NightStalker 

Posted: Tue Apr 04, 2006 5:48 am   

Cause kids work for Wal-mart and can survive off of it b/c they still live with their parents... and the old 

people STILL get their checks from the government on top of getting a FULLTIME paycheck at wally 

world... which just shows that the wages are so bad... that you can STILL get government money cause you 

would qualify.

 

 

psycho44 

Posted: Mon Apr 03, 2006 8:12 pm 

the minimum here in Canada is less than 30 cents. I know because I know some that got less than 30 cents. 

Still 30 cents raise after a year of slaving for a company sucks majorly.

 

 

corporate_lackey 

Posted: Mon Apr 03, 2006 7:36 pm   

Evaluations at Wal-Mart will only serve to make you angry. Unless you're a real brown-noser, most likely 

they will find a way to give you only the minimum raise in your area, which is 30 cents here. I have been 

there so long, I go into my eval only expecting this, that way I am not disappointed. Sure it's a farce and 

http://www.walmart-blows.com/forum/viewtopic.php?t=1992


 

 149

they are taking advantage of us, that's why we need to do anything we can (legally-lol) to get out of this 

shit-hole we're in. Kids and old retired people, that is the only ones that can really "afford" to work at Wal-

Mart anymore and even some of them can't 

 

NightStalker 

Posted: Mon Apr 03, 2006 4:39 am  

I got to give it to them... Wal-Mart has the perfect network of buffer and fallbacks that they can rely on for 

"control".  

 

The bonus is one, but evals are another. They can fuck you every which way on an eval they want to.  

 

My buddy's first annual eval got him a meets b/c he didn't know how to use the Telexon... he is an 

OVERNIGHT STOCKER. Why the HELL does he need to know how to use one?  
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VI Excerpts from the 2005 Zogby Poll on Wal-Mart (www.zogby.com).  

 
The effect of the WakeUpWalMart.com campaign over the last year can be best assessed by comparing 

several questions from the new Zogby poll to results from a similar national poll conducted by Lake, Snell, 

Perry in January 2005. 

 

Wal-Mart Overall Favorability 

In terms of overall favorability, in the span of about 11 months, Wal-Mart experienced a decline of 18 

percentage points in the number of American adults who view the company favorably. Most striking is a 15 

percentage point decline in the number of Americans who hold a "very favorable opinion." 

 

Jan. 05,   Nov. 05,  Difference 

Very Favorable:   45,   30,   -15 

Somewhat Favorable:  31,   28,   -3 

Favorable:   76,   58,   -18 

Somewhat Unfavorable:  11,   19,   +8 

Very Unfavorable:  9,   19,   +10 

Unfavorable.:   20,   38,   +18 

No Opinion/Not sure:  4,   4,   - 

 
 

Wal-Mart Shopping Frequency 

The Wal-Mart shopping frequency of American adults has also changed. A comparison of the two polls 

suggests a decrease of 18 percentage points among high frequency Wal-Mart shoppers (i.e. weekly and 1-

2/month), but an increase of 12 percent in the number of respondents who shop at Wal-Mart less 

frequently. Most interesting, there is a 5 percent increase in the number of American adults who choose not 

to shop at Wal-Mart. These results, however, do not directly impact Wal-Mart sales, as consumers who still 

choose to shop at Wal-Mart may have simply increased their overall values of their purchase. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.zogby.com/
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Jan. 05   Nov. 05   Difference 

Weekly:   33   24   -9 

1-2/Month:   36   27   -9 

Several times a year:  13   16   +3 

Hardly ever:   11   20   +9 

Never:    8   13   +5 

DK:    0   0   - 

 
 

Wal-Mart Favorability Based on Recent Events 

Recent news events are having an impact on Wal-Mart's rising negative image. In asking people whether or 

not recent news events have altered their feelings of favorability/unfavorability towards Wal-Mart, there is 

a growing perception that Wal-Mart is less favorable. Since January 2005, 28 percent more American 

adults have heard, seen, or read something about Wal-Mart that makes them feel less favorable toward the 

company. 

 

Jan. 05   Nov. 05   Difference 

Much more favorable:  10   11   +1 

Somewhat more favorable: 18   11   -7 

More favorable:   18   22   -6 

Somewhat less favorable:  13   29   +16 

Much less favorable:  14   26   +12 

Less favorable:   27   55   +28 
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VII Google Search Rankings of Search Term “Wal-Mart.”  

Google search (April, 7th, 2006 at 10:00AM EST) 

1. (Corporate) www.walmart.com (Visit Walmart.com, the official Wal-Mart online retail site). 
2. (Corporate) www.walmartstores.com (Corporate information, jobs, stock information, and 

company history). 

3. (Reform) www.walmartwatch.com (WalmartWatch.com is a nationwide campaign to reveal the 

harmful impact of walmart on american families and demand reform of their business practices). 

4. (Neutral) www.allonlinecoupons.com (…all the best online coupons and coupon codes for you.) 

5. (Reform) www.walmartmovie.com (Official web site for the new film WAL-MART: The High 

Cost of Low Price). 

6. (Reform) www.fastcompany.com/magazine/77/walmart.html (Fast Company looks at Wal-Mart's 

pricing practices and their sometimes devastating pressures it exerts on the companies it does 

business with.) 

7. (Corporate) www.walmartfoundation.org (Military Families Outreach Project Partnership with 

Sesame Workshop to support children of military families.) 

8. (Reform) www.wakeupwalmart.com (WakeUpWalMart.com is a grassroots movement of 

Americans who believe by joining together in common purpose we can Wake Up Wal-Mart to 

change…) 

9. (Corporate) www.walmart.ca (Wal-Mart Canada) 

10. (Corporate) musicdownloads.walmart.com  (New Hits at Walmart.com ) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.walmart.com/
http://www.walmartstores.com/
http://www.walmartwatch.com/
http://www.allonlinecoupons.com/
http://www.walmartmovie.com/
http://www.fastcompany.com/magazine/77/walmart.html
http://www.walmartfoundation.org/
http://www.wakeupwalmart.com/
http://www.walmart.ca/
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