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Project Summary
Consumer-facing firms that take public sociopolitical positions can face organised backlash with substantial commercial consequences, and Pride and LGBTQ+ inclusion campaigns provide a particularly visible instance. After Bud Light sales fell following an influencer partnership in 2023, corporate responses moved away from public reversal. In 2024 Ford, Lowe’s and Harley-Davidson were among the firms that withdrew from the Human Rights Campaign’s Corporate Equality Index, and in 2025 many sponsors scaled back visible Pride activity with little or no announcement, some while stating that their support continued. Much of this retreat was quiet rather than announced.
Research on brand activism has followed the stance downstream, from the decision to take one (Bhagwat et al., 2020; Hydock, Paharia and Blair, 2020; Mukherjee and Althuizen, 2020) to explicit responses after backlash, where retraction raises perceived hypocrisy among supporters without winning over opponents (Milfeld, Peters and Tatara, 2025). Throughout, the firm’s public statement is what the research explains. Research on greenhushing examines the opposite case, firms that do more than they say (Font, Elgammal and Lamond, 2017; Khan et al., 2026). It treats under-communication as a stable communication style motivated by modesty or by fear of greenwashing accusations, and its evidence comes almost entirely from environmental practice in hospitality. Both literatures rest on a static typology of words against deeds (Delmas and Burbano, 2011). Neither examines a firm that was vocal about a sociopolitical commitment and goes quiet because keeping it visible has become costly.
Going quiet rests on the assumption that silence protects the commitment: opponents lose their target while supporters lose nothing of substance. Consumers may read the same silence as evidence that the commitment was never secure. The evidence on hushing does not settle which reading prevails. Ettinger et al. (2021) find hushing judged less favourably than open communication, whereas Ginder, Kwon and Byun (2021) find it can help when the underlying practice is genuine. Both findings come from settings where silence plausibly signals modesty; after backlash, the same silence can be attributed to fear. Firms are therefore going quiet without knowing whether their own backlash, a peer’s or the political climate is driving the decision, whether consumers who discover the change read it as prudence or retreat, or whether continued substantive support offsets the loss of visible commitment.
The project uses Pride and LGBTQ+ inclusion as its empirical context, because the annual Pride cycle provides repeated observations of the same firms before and after the 2023 backlash wave; the framework is designed to extend to other sociopolitical commitments. It extends the lead supervisor’s research on crisis and brand exit communication (Muravsky and Singh, 2026) from brands leaving markets to brands leaving causes. Hushing, silent withdrawal and announced withdrawal are partial, silent and announced exits from a commitment, and hushing is the partial case, in which the firm leaves the visible relationship while keeping the substantive one. The project joins this work and the lead supervisor’s research on consumer persuasion knowledge with the co-supervisor’s work on consumer distrust, inclusion and consumer backlash to brand activism (Li, Mal and Liu, 2024; Mal et al., 2026). The project sits within the Business School’s Social and Responsible Marketing research cluster, under its Responsible Marketing and Consumption theme, and contributes to the Tackling Inequalities theme of the University’s Open Societal Challenges programme.
Project Aim
The project aims to explain when and why firms go quiet about a sociopolitical commitment under pressure, and how consumers judge a brand that does so.
RQ1. Which firms move from vocal support for LGBTQ+ inclusion to hushing or withdrawal, and is the move associated with backlash against the firm itself, backlash against comparable firms, or the political climate?
RQ2. How do consumers across the range of issue support evaluate hushing, compared with maintained commitment, silent withdrawal and announced withdrawal?
RQ3. Do the motive consumers attribute to going quiet and the route by which they learn of it determine whether hushing is judged as prudence or retreat?
Expected contributions are a dynamic account of hushing as a response to pressure, which extends the static typology of Delmas and Burbano (2011) and greenhushing research beyond environmental practice and hospitality; evidence on whether retreat spreads between firms through vicarious backlash; an account of how attributed motive shapes judgements of corporate silence, drawing on the persuasion knowledge model (Friestad and Wright, 1994) and work on activism authenticity (Vredenburg et al., 2020); and evidence for managers on whether going quiet is as costless as current practice assumes.
Methodology
The project combines a longitudinal archival study with online experiments. All components can be conducted at a distance by a full-time student with standard entry qualifications, supported by training in content analysis, experimental design and R through the OU doctoral programme.
Study 1: who goes quiet, and why. A panel of UK and US consumer-facing brands with a record of public Pride activity will be followed across successive Pride cycles before and after the 2023 backlash wave. Public expression will be coded from campaigns, social media and press coverage. Substantive commitment will be coded only where it is publicly verifiable, for example through Pride sponsor lists, participation in workplace equality benchmarks and published grant records, so that hushing can be identified where expression falls while verifiable commitment persists. The analysis will relate these transitions to backlash against the firm, backlash against comparable firms and the political climate (RQ1). An early coverage audit will establish how far substantive commitment can be observed; where it cannot, the distinction between hushing and withdrawal will be tested experimentally instead.
Studies 2 and 3: how consumers judge going quiet. Experiments will present a brand that previously supported Pride visibly and vary what happens next: maintained commitment, hushing, silent withdrawal or announced withdrawal (RQ2). Follow-up experiments will vary the motive implied for going quiet and the route by which consumers learn of it, measuring attributed motive, perceived hypocrisy (Wagner, Lutz and Weitz, 2009), trust and behavioural intentions across the range of issue support (RQ3).
The student will refine the sample, sources and experimental designs during the first year. The thesis may be submitted in monograph format.
Enquiries
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