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Summary
• In the past decade, consumer boycotts of foreign companies have become an increasingly
common phenomenon in China. This study presents the first comprehensive overview of
this development. Between 2008 and 2021, we have found evidence of 90 boycotts of
foreign companies, the majority of which have occurred since the beginning of 2016. Most
of the boycotts targeted companies from North America, Europe, Japan or South Korea
that operate in the apparel, automotive, and food and beverages sectors.
• Boycotts were most commonly triggered by company statements or actions perceived as
challenging China’s governance in Hong Kong or sovereignty over Taiwan, or as unfairly
criticising China’s human rights record in Xinjiang. Some boycotts were in reaction to
business communications or marketing seen as prejudiced against China or the Chinese
people, such as accusations of racism and cultural appropriation. Occasionally, foreign
companies have been made scapegoats for geopolitical or human rights-related decisions
made by the governments in their home countries.
• There is public evidence that almost one-third of all boycotts were supported by party- or
state-affiliated organisations. We argue that the state has also been instrumental in most
of the remaining cases by encouraging “patriotic” behaviour through propaganda and
leading consumers by example by lashing out at foreign companies that challenge China’s
positions on Taiwan, Hong Kong or Xinjiang.
• While more than half of all the targeted companies issued public apologies, there are
several examples where apologies have failed to satisfy Chinese consumers and online
campaigners. In some instances, apologies have encouraged a further backlash, through
accusations of insincerity or being “two-faced”. Moreover, the likelihood of a company
apologising varies according to topic. Most of the companies targeted for remarks related
to Hong Kong and Taiwan issued apologies, while fewer apologised for statements made
regarding Xinjiang. This could be a result of the comparatively high level of attention given
to the Xinjiang issue by western audiences, and a realisation among foreign companies
that apologising to China could entail reputational costs in other markets.
• In 2021, many companies operating in Xinjiang were caught up in an irreconcilable battle
of wills. On the one hand, western audiences were asking businesses to withdraw from
the region following allegations of forced labour. On the other, Chinese consumers were
lashing out against the companies that did so. As various media pay more attention to
human rights and other issues that China deems sensitive, foreign companies could
increasingly find themselves squeezed by conflicting pressures from western and Chinese
markets. This will pose difficult questions about which markets they value most. Foreign
companies are also under pressure from emerging high-quality domestic brands that
might deprive them of their unique selling point in China and make them more vulnerable
to consumer backlashes.
• The 2021 boycott of the Swedish fashion retailer, H&M—one of the most extensive statesponsored boycotts thus far—illustrates the state’s tendency to single out specific foreign
companies for political purposes. This move was part of China’s retaliation for western
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accusations of forced labour in Xinjiang and the sanctions imposed on Chinese actors
involved in human rights abuses in the region. H&M may have stood out as an attractive
target for several reasons. First, it had a leading position in the Better Cotton Initiative, a
grouping at the centre of the controversy, and was one of the members that voiced concern
about human rights abuses in Xinjiang early on. Second, H&M’s home nation is Sweden,
whose government has in the last four years made several decisions that has drawn criticism
from China. Lastly, H&M operates in an industry where there are many alternative domestic
brands which makes it appear as a low-cost target.

Introduction
As the world’s largest consumer economy, China provides one of the most attractive markets
for multinational companies.1 However, businesses seeking to capitalise on the significant
purchasing power of Chinese citizens are facing new challenges because of a growing number
of consumer boycotts in the country. As some of these movements have been sponsored by
the Chinese state, this development also raises questions for foreign governments that seek
to ensure fair and equal treatment for their companies based in China.
There have been several detailed case studies of Chinese consumer boycotts of foreign
companies, as well as reviews of episodes where such movements have been used as
a form of coercion against third countries.2 Thus far, however, no study has provided a
comprehensive overview of Chinese consumer boycotts of foreign companies in recent
years.
This study has sought to identify and collect data on all the consumer boycotts of foreign
companies between 2008 and 2021.i We define consumer boycotts as instances where
Chinese citizens mobilise on social and traditional media to call for consumers to refrain from
purchasing products or services from a specific company.ii Using this definition, we have
identified 90 consumer boycotts of foreign companies in the defined period and collected
data on a number of variables, such as the home nation of the targeted company, the stated
motive for or trigger of the boycott, the level of state involvement and the frequency of
apologies by the targeted companies. To separate instances of individual social media posts
from wider movements that would qualify as a boycott, we have used reporting by international
media as a proxy. In essence, we assume that boycotts reported by well-established media
channels with global coverage are at the level that would qualify as a mobilisation, and thus
a boycott according to our definition.iii

i 2008 was chosen as a starting point because of the boycotts of French companies in conjunction with the Olympic
Games that year. The scale and visibility of these boycotts were significantly higher than similar movements in previous years.
See Schär, T. (2020) “The Political Role of Chinese Consumer Boycotts for Beijing”, Mapping China Journal, 4.
ii This definition is mainly concerned with elements of what Friedman would call an “action-requested boycott” or a “mediaoriented boycott” (Consumer Boycotts: Effecting Change Through the Marketplace and Media, Routledge, 1999, p. 10).
A stricter definition of a consumer boycott might have included aspects of what Friedman calls “action-taken boycotts”
or “marketplace-oriented boycotts”, which are more concerned with the impact on consumer behaviour. Under a stricter
definition, calls for a boycott might not qualify as a boycott unless there was evidence that people had stopped buying the
company’s products. Instead of systematically studying such effects on sales, this study is based on the assumption that a
dissemination of calls for a boycott is likely to have some influence on consumer behaviour, or at least have reputational costs
for the company that could impact consumer behaviour in the long term.
iii

In a few cases, we have relied on the party-owned tabloid Global Times, as specified in the appendix.
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The study is based on open-source English- and Chinese-language news items and other
publicly available materials, such as company statements and social media posts. We
have also drawn on open access literature in the form of academic journals and think tank
reports. Sources were identified using both Chinese and western search engines, as well
as newspaper archives.iv As our review is primarily based on English- and Chinese-language
items from established international media, we do not claim to have identified all the boycotts
in the defined period. It possible that some boycotts did not draw much media attention. It
is also possible that additional boycotts of companies from non-English speaking countries
were reported only in local languages. We can therefore only say with certainty that at least
90 boycotts have occurred since 2008.
We begin this study by discussing the increase in the number of Chinese consumer
boycotts over time, what typically triggers them, and which countries and industries are
most vulnerable. We then explore how the Chinese state has encouraged and participated
in consumer boycotts through interactions with netizens, media and consumers. Next, we
investigate the frequency of apologies and how they have been received. To illustrate the
full extent of restrictions that companies can be subject to, the study provides an in-depth
examination of the boycott of H&M, one of the most extensive state-supported consumer
boycotts in China thus far. Finally, we offer four concluding observations about the dynamics
of Chinese consumer boycotts and the role of the state.v

iv We primarily used the search engines Google and Baidu. We also used Chinese and Swedish databases such as CNKI,
LIBRIS and EDS. The main keywords in English and Chinese were: China, boycott, backlash, coercion, consumerism,
apology, reaction, H&M, netizens, 杯葛, 外国, 公司, 抵制 ,名单, 经济,消费者,网友, 社交媒体,反应, 回应,惩罚.
v We use the term “state” throughout the text as a shorthand for the Chinese system of government with the organisations
of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) at its centre.
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Consumer boycotts of foreign companies in China, 2008–
2021
Our data shows that the number of consumer boycotts of foreign companies has increased
significantly in recent years (see Figure 1).vi Between 2008 and 2015, there were two small
peaks (in 2008 and 2012), but since 2016 there has been a steady increase with a significant
spike in 2019. These peaks are all connected to specific political events.
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Figure 1: Consumer boycotts and their triggers, 2008–2021

vi As noted above, it is possible that some boycotts did not draw media attention. This may be particularly true in the earlier
years of the defined time frame, as the China coverage of English-speaking media was much less extensive ten years ago
than it is today. This may in turn have skewed our data slightly towards an overestimation of the share of boycotts occurring in
recent years.
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Most boycotts are connected to political events
In 2008, many western governments criticised the Chinese government’s crackdown on
Tibetan demonstrators.3 During the Olympic torch relay in Paris, protests broke out against
China’s treatment and persecution of Tibetans. President of France Nicolas Sarkozy
subsequently declared that he would not attend the upcoming Olympics opening ceremony
in Beijing and the city of Paris made the Dalai Lama an honorary citizen, which prompted
Chinese students to boycott French brands.4 Among the primary targets were companies
closely associated with France, such as the retail company Carrefour which at the time had
over 100 branches in China.
In 2012, political disputes between China and Japan over the contested Senkaku/Diaoyu
islets resulted in anti-Japan protests across China. Protesters vandalised Japanese shops
and consumers boycotted Japanese companies, especially in the automotive industry.5 In
2016, South Korea announced that it would install the US missile defence system Terminal
High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) on its territory, which led to boycotts of South Korean
companies.6 The most severely impacted business was the retail company Lotte, which had
provided land for the installation of the new system. The Chinese authorities invoked fire
security concerns as they closed 23 of Lotte’s shops.7
In the 2008 and 2012 boycotts, companies were made scapegoats for the actions of their
home nations, which has also occurred in recent years. Such mobilisations have occasionally
been supported by the Chinese state as a method of retaliation against perceived provocations
by foreign governments, effectively acting as an alternative to resorting to legal action or
other official measures.8 At other times, consumers seem to have boycotted companies from
the disputed country without any immediate encouragement from the state. Overall, these
episodes illustrate that businesses with a well-known national identity could be at higher risk
of being subjected to “scapegoat boycotts”.
Since 2016, most of the boycotts have concerned issues related to Hong Kong, Taiwan
or Xinjiang. In 2018–2019, several companies faced public criticism when employees or
the firm’s leadership expressed opinions that were interpreted as supportive of the prodemocracy protests in Hong Kong or of Taiwan’s independence. In connection with these
events, several foreign companies that listed Hong Kong and Taiwan as regions separate
from China on their websites were urged by the Chinese authorities to edit their definitions
to bring them into compliance with Beijing’s territorial claims.9 Various fashion brands, such
as Coach, Versace and Gap, faced a consumer backlash after they produced T-shirts that
omitted Hong Kong, Taiwan or Macau from the illustrations of China in their designs.10
Pictures of these products circulated on Chinese social media and were sometimes relayed
by state- and party-affiliated media to incite further boycott campaigns.11
Conversely, in 2020 several US and European retail brands with operations in China were
accused by western audiences of being implicated in forced labour by having supply chains
in Xinjiang.12 Many of the designated retailers, such as H&M, ZARA, Nike and Adidas,
responded to these allegations by expressing concern about human rights violations against
Muslim minorities in the region. In addition, the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), a multistakeholder governance programme that promotes sustainability in cotton production, of
which many of the criticised companies are members, suspended cotton sourcing from the
region. This in turn sparked strongly negative reactions from Chinese netizens against the
companies and the BCI. A few companies that took no clearly stated position on the issue
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were also caught in the crossfire and faced a consumer backlash.13
Chinese consumers have also accused foreign companies of holding prejudiced or racist
views on China’s culture and society. For example, Dolce & Gabbana was widely criticised
in 2018 after it released promotional videos featuring a Chinese model struggling to eat
Italian food with chopsticks.14 In the same year, the Canadian sports brand Lululemon faced
a similar reaction when its art director posted a picture of a T-shirt depicting a rice box with
bat wings and chopsticks together with the words “No thank you”.15 Protests of this type
have also been directed at Amazon and the Taiwanese branch of Burger King for using
terminology suggesting that Covid-19 originated in China.16
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Figure 2: Boycotts by trigger, 2008–2021

Online nationalism
The growing number of consumer boycotts, especially those targeting US and European
companies (see Figure 4), seems to be connected to a general rise in online nationalism.17
Overall, online criticism of behaviour seen as insulting to China has grown in popularity in the
Chinese information environment since at least 2016.18 As the presence of younger people
online is comparatively high, this trend could be related to increasingly hawkish views among
the younger generation, which have been documented by some surveys.19
The rise of the internet appears to have given certain groups of Chinese citizens an
opportunity to find “nationalistic purpose” by voicing their concerns about the behaviour of
foreign companies on social media.20 Importantly, a group referred to as “little pink” (小粉
红) seems to have played a significant role in setting the tone for digital activism on Chinese
social media. It consists of hyper-nationalistic young people, mostly students who are known
for lashing out against anyone they perceive to be an enemy of China.21
The concept of “hurting the feelings of the Chinese people” is a recurring theme of Chinese
consumer boycotts. Historically, this expression has been used by Chinese officials to
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condemn imperialistic behaviour from countries that are perceived to have undermined
China’s status as a rising power. Today, the concept is frequently employed in China’s
foreign policy discourse and in the media to express discontent when China is presented in
a negative light by foreign governments or companies.22
Many of these nationalistic messages target western countries. Warnings about the influence
of “western values” have become an important component of the Chinese government’s
propaganda, including through educational campaigns targeting younger generations.23
As feelings of animosity are known to play an important role in boycotts, it would not be
surprising if such anti-western rhetoric has contributed to a rise in the number of boycotts.24
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Figure 3: Boycotted companies by industry, 2008–2021vii

Local alternatives
Studies have shown that companies operating in highly competitive sectors are more likely
to be boycotted.25 It is therefore not surprising that many of the targeted companies are
active in sectors where local Chinese alternatives have been growing quickly. For example,
the food and beverages industry is one of China’s fastest expanding industries. In addition,
the clothing, cosmetics and automobile industries, where foreign companies are frequently
boycotted, all have domestic equivalents that have been growing rapidly.26
A shift away from foreign brands to domestic alternatives already seems to be under way
among some segments of Chinese consumers, especially among millennials (those born
between 1981and 1996) and generation Z (those born between 1997 and 2012), who
have accounted for 60 percent of China’s growth in consumption in recent years.27 The
vii

Authors’ categorisation based on how companies present themselves.
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phenomenon of “guochao” (国潮, “national trend”), which propagates the expression of
“cultural confidence” through consumption, has become popular among these younger
generations. Interest in guochao products, which are infused with Chinese cultural elements,
has been steadily increasing since 2018 and many Chinese brands now incorporate such
elements to increase their sales.28 A survey by McKinsey & Company found that the proportion
of Chinese consumers who say they prefer Chinese brands over foreign ones increased
from 15 percent in 2011 to 85 percent in 2020.29
In sum, this suggests that the increase in the number of consumer boycotts may be driven
in part by the fact that local Chinese brands are increasingly giving young consumers the
choice to express their nationalistic sentiment through consumption without having to give
up their access to high-quality goods.
Consumer boycotts most frequently target US companies
According to our data, Chinese consumer boycotts most frequently target companies from
North America, Europe and Northeast Asia. The United States (27 instances), Japan (11
instances) and France (11 instances) top the list followed by Germany (8 instances) and
South Korea (6 instances).viii
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Figure 4: Home nation of boycotted companies, 2008–2021

viii As mentioned above, we do not claim to have identified all the boycotts in the defined period. It is possible that our
review may have failed to identify boycotts reported only in languages other than English and Chinese, which may have
skewed our data slightly towards an overestimation of the share of boycotts targeting English-speaking countries such as the
US.
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There may be several reasons why US and European companies are commonly targeted.
First, the human rights situation in Xinjiang and China’s policy on Hong Kong and Taiwan have
received increased attention from governments, civil society organisations and the public in
North America and Europe. On several occasions, this has put pressure on companies to
clarify their stance on China’s policies, which has in turn prompted nationalist reactions from
Chinese consumers. Boycotts related to Xinjiang are the best-known example.
Second, growing tensions in US-China relations could have heightened feelings of animosity
towards the US among Chinese consumers, especially since the trade war in 2018. In a
2020 survey, 77 percent of the Chinese public responded that they felt to some degree
unfavourably towards the US and 56 percent said that they would refrain from purchasing
US products to support China’s position on the trade war.30
Third, US and European companies sometimes appear to lack an understanding of the cultural
sensitivities of the Chinese consumer base and what is considered “politically correct” in the
country. Observers have suggested that this is a common reason why foreign companies fail
in the Chinese market.31 Moreover, the fact that so many companies issue apologies after
they are subjected to a boycott suggests that they often fail to anticipate political risks and
the consequences of their actions.32
The high number of consumer boycotts of Japanese companies could be an expression
of China’s profound “Japan complex”. Despite the growth in economic ties between China
and Japan, the collective memory of the Japanese occupation and oppression lingers in the
public discourse, and Japan’s territorial claims are frequently propagated in the Chinese
media as encroachments on Chinese territory.33 With regard to South Korea, the majority
of boycotts were related to the installation of the US THAAD system, as mentioned above.
There is evidence of state involvement in almost one-third of all consumer
boycotts
On a few occasions, party- and state-affiliated organizations have initiated consumer boycotts
by condemning the behaviour of businesses in both social and the traditional media, and
Chinese netizens have subsequently mobilised in support of such positions. For example,
the government-affiliated Chinese Basketball Association announced in 2019 that it would
no longer work with the North American National Basketball Association (NBA) after the
general manager of the Houston Rockets expressed support for pro-democracy protesters
in Hong Kong.ix This sparked a wave of nationalistic protests and a boycott of the NBA.34
At other times, party- or state-affiliated organisations have supported ongoing consumer
boycotts, including by encouraging citizens to participate. In 2019, for instance, a lawyer at
BNP Paribas condemned pro-Beijing counter protests in Hong Kong on Facebook. The post
circulated on China’s most popular social media platform, Sina Weibo, and was later picked
up by the Communist party-owned newspaper, Global Times, which called for netizens to
boycott the bank and campaign for it to be placed on China’s forthcoming “unreliable entity
list”, a legal framework for economic sanctions.35

ix The Chinese Basketball Association’s parent organisation is the General Administration of Sport, which is the government
agency responsible for sports in China and is subordinate to the State Council of the People’s Republic of China.
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Figure 5: State support in consumer boycotts, 2008–2021

Most consumer boycotts are directly or indirectly encouraged by the state
While we have found evidence of state support for almost one-third of all boycotts, this figure
likely underestimates the degree of involvement by the Chinese authorities. Importantly, we
have relied on open sources, which means that we have not been able to identify instances
of state involvement where the actor in question does not have an obvious state affiliation.
Even if we assume that our review has identified all the boycotts that were directly supported
by the state, there are at least three reasons to believe that the state played a significant
role in the remainder of the cases. First, the state exercises tight control over the online
sphere and traditional media. Censorship and the suppression of political mobilisations
are widespread.36 It is therefore safe to assume that boycotts that are not suppressed are
perceived by the state as not running counter to its interests and priorities.
Second, the Chinese state has for a long time encouraged “patriotic” behaviour among its
population, including through promises of a “national rejuvenation” whereby China recovers
its pride following the “century of humiliation” imposed on it by foreign powers.37 This has
been coupled with more assertive propaganda that reminds the Chinese public that Taiwan
is an integral part of China, that the protests in Hong Kong are illegitimate, and that recent
events in Xinjiang are necessary to combat extremism, among other issues related to China’s
so-called core interests.38 Connected to this is the idea that any criticism from foreign
powers on these issues constitutes unacceptable meddling in China’s internal affairs.39 In
this context, it cannot reasonably be seen as a coincidence that the majority of boycotts have
been triggered by company statements or actions that cross the specific red lines defined
by the state on these topics.
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Third, there is reason to believe that the state has been leading consumers by example on
several occasions, by either penalising or criticising companies. In 2018, the Civil Aviation
Administration of China demanded that a number of international airlines alter their portrayal
of Taiwan on their websites from a separate country to a province of China.40 In the following
year, Chinese netizens incited boycotts of multiple foreign companies for portraying Taiwan
and Hong Kong as separate regions on their websites, something which seems to previously
have gone unnoticed by Chinese consumers.41 It appears that by punishing a company
for crossing China’s red lines, the state set an example for consumers to follow, which
subsequently led consumers to boycott other companies perceived as crossing the same
lines.
In sum, we believe that the Chinese state’s permissive approach to nationalistic boycott
movements, its long-term promotion of “patriotic” behaviour through propaganda and its
public criticism of foreign companies that cross China’s red lines have played an important
role in encouraging boycotts in recent years.
More than half of the boycotted companies apologise
More than half of the targeted companies issued public apologies to avert or mitigate the
effects of boycotts. These apologies typically contained wording such as: “we resolutely
respect and uphold China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity”, “we have nothing but respect
for China and the people of China” or “we uphold China’s one country two systems policy”.42
When the alleged mistakes of a company are connected to a specific employee, there is
a tendency among businesses to divert the blame to these individuals in their apologies.
For example, they might issue statements apologising for the “confusion”, stating that the
action or statement was unauthorised and does not constitute an accurate reflection of the
company’s opinion. In some cases, companies have terminated the individual’s contract to
demonstrate their position on the issue.43
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Figure 6: Rate of public apology from boycotted companies, 2008–2021
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The pitfalls of apologising
Many of the targeted companies rapidly issue an apology, followed by silence, in the hope
that this course of action will mitigate or pacify the boycott.44 However, apologising is no
guarantee of saving the company from a further backlash. In fact, many apologies have been
seen as insincere by Chinese consumers while others have backfired by drawing further
attention and criticism. For instance, in the light of the controversy surrounding Xinjiang,
Intel initially urged its suppliers not to source products or labour from the region. When
the company later apologised for this action, it was mocked by online users. One comment
noted: “A mistake is a mistake! Retract the statement about Xinjiang!”45 ZARA took a similar
stand and when the company later withdrew the statement to appease Chinese consumers,
it faced a further backlash on Chinese social media.46
It is also unclear whether companies that apologise fare any better economically than those
that remain silent. For example, Hugo Boss and Burberry were both boycotted following
statements related to Xinjiang. Hugo Boss apologised while Burberry declined to comment,
but neither faced any significant losses in sales.47 These and other episodes illustrate that
switching positions seems to be particularly fraught with risk in China’s online spheres. When
Hugo Boss later decided to retract its apology, on the grounds that it was “unauthorised”, the
company faced an online backlash. One social media user observed: “A two-faced person is
the most disgusting. I will boycott you forever”.48
An unwillingness to apologise over issues related to Xinjiang
Most of the companies targeted over remarks on Hong Kong and Taiwan have issued public
apologies, but far fewer have apologised for statements made on Xinjiang. For example,
Walmart was boycotted in 2018 over a sign in one of its Chinese stores that listed Taiwan
rather than China as the origin of some of its products.49 The company apologised on that
occasion but when it was boycotted in 2021 for removing all Xinjiang-sourced products from
its membership stores, it did not.50
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Figure 7: Rate of public apology according to trigger, 2008-2021
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This unwillingness to apologise could be related to the sensitivity of the Xinjiang issue in
markets outside of China. To apologise for a statement expressing concern about the human
rights situation in Xinjiang could well be met with a strong backlash from the company’s
consumer base in Europe and North America, where concern about forced labour in Chinese
supply chains has been on the rise. While many companies might be willing to accept the
reputational cost of being seen as less supportive of Hong Kong’s special status or Taiwan’s
sovereignty, it is much harder to imagine that they would be comfortable with accusations
of being implicated in what some western parliaments and governments have labelled
genocide.51
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The consumer boycott of H&M
The consumer boycott of H&M is one of the most extensive state-sponsored boycotts in
China thus far. The actions taken against the Swedish fashion retail company in 2021 are an
example of the breadth of measures to which a company that has been singled out by the
Chinese state can be subjected. The boycott also illustrates the dynamism of Chinese social
media as well as the state’s ability to instrumentalise this environment for political purposes.
The following case study should not be seen as an example of a typical consumer boycott
in China, but rather as an episode where the state’s involvement was unusually overt and
extensive.

Timeline: Important moments in the boycott of H&M

Reports of human rights violations in
Xinjiang (2019)
A growing number of reports presents
evidence that internment camps detaining
over one million ethnic Uighurs exist in
the region, and that the human rights of
workers involved in cotton production are
being violated.

BCI acts (March 2020)
BCI suspends its licensing and assurance
activities in Xinjiang. Two months later, it
suspends all licensing for exports in the
region.

Western sanctions (22 March 2021)
The EU, the UK, the US and Canada
among others, impose sanctions on
Chinese officials connected to human
rights abuses in Xinjiang.

H&M statement (31 March 2021)
H&M says its commitment to China
remains strong and that it is dedicated
to regaining the trust and confidence of
customers, colleagues, and business
partners.

ASPI report on supply chains of global
brands (March 2020)
Australian Strategic Policy Institute
publishes a report which suggests that 82
large global companies, including H&M,
Nike and Apple, rely on supply chains with
factories that employ forced labour from
Xinjiang.

H&M stops sourcing from Xinjiang
(September 2020)
H&M announces that it will stop sourcing
cotton from Xinjiang and phase out its
relationship with the implicated company
Huafu Fashion Co in Anhui Province in
accordance with the BCI’s decision to
suspend licensing.

The boycott begins (24 March 2021)
The Chinese Communist Youth League
shares images of H&M’s statement from
six months earlier together with a picture
of BCI’s statement on Xinjiang cotton.
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Xinjiang, forced labour and the Better Cotton Initiative
Xinjiang, China’s largest region, produces roughly one-fifth of the world’s cotton.52 In recent
years, a growing number of reports have presented evidence that there are internment camps
in the region, detaining over one million ethnic Uighurs, and that the human rights of the
workers involved in cotton production are being violated.53 The Chinese government claims
that the camps in question are “re-education” facilities for individuals at risk of extremist
behaviour.
In March 2020, a report by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) suggested that at
least 82 large global companies, including H&M, Nike and Apple, rely on supply chains with
factories that employ forced labour from Xinjiang.54 Many of the companies mentioned are
members of the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), a non-profit, multi-stakeholder governance
programme launched in 2005 on the initiative of the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) to
promote sustainability in cotton production.55 The BCI responded in March by suspending
its licensing and assurance activities in the region. Two months later, the group suspended all
licensing for exports from Xinjiang.56 Members consequently had to decide whether to follow
the guidance and stop sourcing cotton from Xinjiang or leave the BCI. Most companies
followed the guidance, with the notable exception of the Chinese brand Anta Sports, which
left the BCI the following year.57
H&M acts
In September 2020, H&M announced that it would stop sourcing cotton from Xinjiang
and phase out its relationship with the implicated company, Huafu Fashion Co in Anhui
Province.58 On its website, H&M said that it was “deeply concerned by reports from civil
society organizations and media that include accusations of forced labour”. The company
also referred to the BCI’s statement: “BCI has decided to suspend licensing of BCI cotton
in XUAR [Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region]. This means that cotton for our production will
no longer be sourced from there”. 59
The Chinese Communist Youth League initiates the boycott
It was not until six months later, in March 2021, that H&M’s statement began drawing
criticism on social media platforms. On 23 March, an online user posted pictures of H&M’s
statement on Weibo saying that H&M was the only company to ban Xinjiang cotton, and
that the company had jumped to conclusions and wanted to cause problems.60 The boycott
began one day later when the Chinese Communist Youth League shared images of the same
statement together with a picture of the BCI statement on its Weibo account. The post,
which accused H&M of spreading lies about Xinjiang cotton, garnered 430 000 likes and
was shared 380 000 times.61
Xinjiang-related hashtags such as “#I Support Xinjiang Cotton” (#我支持新疆棉花#) and
“#What Kind of Organization is BCI?” (#BCI是什麽组织#) began trending online. On
the same day, H&M’s products became unavailable on five leading Chinese e-commerce
platforms and the company disappeared from Chinese location services such as Baidu Maps
and Apple’s location service in China.62 While we have no evidence that this was a statesupported action, the fact that H&M was excluded from leading platforms on the same day
as the Youth League post suggests that the action was coordinated by a central authority.
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Other party- and state-affiliated organisations pile on
The state broadcaster China Central Television (CCTV) soon joined the calls, accusing
H&M of having double standards by attacking and lying about China while at the same time
earning profits from the country. A CCTV reporter stated: “Today, many netizens are reacting
to a statement by a famous Swedish clothing company, making groundless accusations
about the rights of workers in Xinjiang”.63 The state news agency Xinhua also shared an
image suggesting that H&M was an acronym for “absurd” (huāng miù, 荒谬) (see Figure 8).
In late March, the Communist Party’s main newspaper, the People’s Daily, posted an image
on Weibo with the trending hashtag “#I Support Xinjiang Cotton”, where the letters “H” and
“M” in the word for cotton (mián huā, 棉花) were illustrated as the H&M logo (see Figure
9).64 The image was shared over 36 million times. It is unclear whether these images were
created by Chinese online users or state actors. The People’s Daily also reposted a rap
video containing criticism of H&M.65
Several Chinese influencers and celebrities ended their contracts with H&M. These decisions
drew support from fans, including through trending hashtags such as “Xiao Zhan supports
Xinjiang cotton” (#肖战支持新疆棉花#). Wei Ya, (薇娅), a fashion influencer, organised a
virtual event promoting products made with Xinjiang cotton and tagged the Communist
Youth League in a Weibo post.66

Figure 8: “Absurd H&M”x

Figure 9: “I support Xinjiang cotton”xi

x Source: Xinhua News Agency Weibo account.
Republished on Twitter: https://twitter.com/beiyis/status/1374713678394617856
Published 2021-03-24
Image text: Huāng荒 miù 谬 (Absurd).
Text in post: H&M 这种行为，实在是荒谬! [H&M, this behaviour is really absurd!]
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Officials support the movement but deny state involvement
On 25 March, foreign ministry spokesperson Hua Chunying (华春莹) framed the boycott
as a legitimate response by the Chinese people to condemn “malicious lies concocted by
a few anti-China forces”. She added that “nothing will prevail over the will of the Chinese
people. Anyone who offends the Chinese people should prepare to pay the price … These
enterprises get to decide what they should do. The Chinese people also get to express
their thoughts freely”.67 The foreign ministry denied that the government was involved in the
movement. Spokesperson Zhao Lijian (赵立坚) suggested that the Chinese people did not
need to be “instigated” or “led” by the government as the “rumours and discredit” concocted
by foreign companies “are the best patriotic education” for the Chinese people.68
In an interview with Swedish media, the Chinese ambassador to Sweden at the time, Gui
Congyou (桂从友), expressed his support for the foreign ministry’s claims and said that the
government “acts on the will of the people”.69 However, very few online users had taken any
notice of H&M’s statement prior to the Youth League’s post. The Youth League appears to
have led consumers by example, causing them to target H&M and several other companies
that had made similar statements. Contrary to Gui’s assertion, therefore, it appears that the
people acted on the will of the government rather than the other way around.
Part of a response to western sanctions
It is almost certainly no coincidence that the boycott was initiated by the Communist Youth
League on 24 March. Only two days before, the European Union (EU), the United Kingdom,
the United States and Canada, among others, had imposed sanctions on Chinese officials
connected with human rights abuses in Xinjiang.70 China responded with unprecedented
sanctions against European and US actors, including a central decision-making body of the
EU, the Political and Security Committee. A further indication that the boycott was part of
China’s response to the western sanctions is that at a press conference in response to the
sanctions on 29 March, a spokesperson for the Xinjiang region declared his hope that “more
companies like H&M will keep their eyes open and distinguish right from wrong”.71
No apology
H&M has not publicly responded to Chinese consumers’ call for an apology. On 31 March
2021, H&M stated that its commitment to China remained strong and that it was dedicated
to regaining the trust and confidence of customers, colleagues and business partners.72 The
statement made no reference to Xinjiang and was criticised in the Chinese media. CCTV
claimed that the statement amounted to a “second-rate public relations essay that lacks

xi Source: People’s Daily Weibo account. https://weibo.com/2803301701/K7MVqFzqY?refer_flag=1001030103_
Published: 2021-03-25
Image text: Xinjiang Mian Hua 我支持新疆棉花 (Xinjiang Cotton. I Support Xinjiang Cotton.)
Text in post:【西方企业“碰瓷”新疆棉花引不满】H&M一份“停用新疆棉花”声明近日引发中国网友不满。
事实上，近两年发表
过与新疆棉花“切割”言论的外国企业还有不少。
其中包括BCI成员巴宝莉、阿迪达斯、耐克、新百伦等。
网友纷纷表示#中国市
场不欢迎恶意中伤者#！目前查询发现，#耐克官方声明无法打开#。
#耐克#
[Western enterprises “touching porcelain” over Xinjiang cotton caused dissatisfaction]. H&M’s statement on “stop using
Xinjiang cotton” recently caused dissatisfaction among Chinese netizens. In fact, there are many foreign companies that
have made remarks about “cutting” Xinjiang cotton in the past two years. Among them are BCI members Burberry, Adidas,
Nike, New Balance and more. Netizens have one after another expressed #The Chinese market does not welcome malicious
slanderers#! Current investigation found that #Nike official statement cannot be opened#. #Nike#]
“Touching porcelain” (pèngcí, 碰瓷) is a concept used to refer to manufactured drama.

Purchasing with the Party: Chinese consumer boycotts of foreign companies, 2008–2021

18

sincerity and is full of empty words”.73 H&M’s statement appears to have been an attempt
to repair ties with Chinese consumers while avoiding making an apology, which could have
sparked a backlash in other markets. H&M has not discussed the topic further in public and
the company website has ceased to carry a link to its Xinjiang-related statement from 2020,
although the text can still be accessed through the page’s direct address.74
Why was H&M singled out?
Several other members of the BCI, including Nike, Adidas, Gap and ZARA, issued
statements similar to H&M’s in which they pledged not to use Xinjiang cotton.75 Many of
them were targeted by consumer boycotts, but none faced pressure comparable to that on
H&M. It is the only company to have its statement picked up and shared by a state-affiliated
organisation and its products and location removed from online platforms.76
Several factors can help to explain why H&M was targeted. First, the fact that H&M had a
leading role in the BCI and voiced concern about Xinjiang early on may have made it stand
out among other companies. H&M is one of the BCI’s initiators and sources the largest
volume of “better cotton”.77 The company also responded to allegations of forced labour in
Xinjiang as early as July 2019, stating that the “H&M Group does not accept forced labour
being used anywhere in our value chain, including cotton cultivation…We are investigating
all production facilities [in Xinjiang] to get the full picture.78 In addition, H&M’s statement in
2020 was among the more critical by group members, as it clearly voiced concern about the
alleged human rights abuses in the Xinjiang region.79 At the time, other companies, such as
Adidas, merely tried to deflect responsibility by stating that they had not found any cases of
forced labour in their supply chains.80 Others simply stated that they did not source cotton
from Xinjiang, without giving any specific reason.81
A second factor that may have made H&M appear as a suitable target is that the company’s
home nation is Sweden. At the time of the boycott, China’s relations with Sweden had been
tense for several years, in part because of the harsh diplomatic style of the Chinese embassy
in Stockholm. Between 2018 and 2021, the Chinese government threatened Sweden
with punitive economic measures on several occasions. For example, the ambassador,
Gui Congyou said in 2019 that China would impose “restrictions” on economic and trade
relations with Sweden after the Minister for Culture attended a ceremony where a human
rights award was given to Gui Minhai, a Swedish citizen held in China since 2015.82 Shortly
after, China restricted its cultural exchanges with Sweden.83
In 2020, the Chinese foreign ministry responded to Sweden’s decision to exclude Huawei
and ZTE from its 5G telecommunications networks by saying that Sweden should “correct
its mistake and avoid negative impact on China-Sweden economic cooperation and the
Swedish businesses operating in China”.84 The ambassador clarified that the decision could
indeed “negatively affect China-Sweden practical cooperation and the operation of Swedish
companies in China”.85 Ericsson, a Swedish company that provides leading 5G technology,
later reported that it had lost a significant share of the market in China.86 Although the boycott
of H&M was not preceded by any specific threat directed at Sweden, it is not inconceivable
that the company was singled out to impose an additional cost on Sweden or put further
pressure on the government to reduce its criticism of China.
A third factor is that H&M may have appeared as a low-cost target for China as there are
many alternative brands available in H&M’s market segment. Even prior to the boycott, H&M
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had experienced little or negative growth in China and was struggling to adapt to Chinese
consumer habits.87 As discussed above, companies that operate in competitive industries
are typically more vulnerable to consumer boycotts. One social media user wrote: “For you,
China is still an important market… But for China, you are just an unnecessary brand”.88
This view may have partially been reflected among local government officials, as H&M had
reportedly failed to establish good relations with party and state officials.89
In sum, we believe that the boycott of H&M was first and foremost part of China’s response
to the western sanctions on Xinjiang officials. By imposing a significant cost on one of
its critics, China demonstrated the breadth of potential consequences that could befall
companies that oppose its political positions. It is logical that H&M may have appeared one
of the most suitable targets for sending this signal. Not only is it an influential member of
the BCI and one of the western companies that has been most vocal on issues related to
Xinjiang, it is also a company whose home nation has frequently expressed concern about
human rights in China and recently restricted the access of Chinese companies to the 5G
market. H&M may also have stood out as an attractive target because it was replaceable – it
did not enjoy support among Chinese state agencies and did not have a unique selling point
in the Chinese market.
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Takeaways
The growing number of consumer boycotts poses challenges for both foreign companies
and governments with a presence in China. Four key points are worthy of note.
1. Foreign companies face growing pressure
We have offered several explanations for the rise in consumer boycotts of foreign companies
in China, notably the rise of alternative domestic products, the use of state propaganda,
growing online nationalism and the heightened tension between the US and China. There is
little reason to believe that any of these trends will abate anytime soon. On the contrary, we
find it likely that foreign companies will continue to face pressure in at least two ways.
First, the emergence of high-quality Chinese brands are limiting foreign companies’ room
for manoeuvre as their customers will increasingly have the option of purchasing equivalent
domestic alternatives. The pressure on consumers to do so is amplified by movements such
as the guochao that favour patriotic consumption. As a result, foreign companies that do not
adapt to Chinese political and cultural conceptions could increasingly fall out of favour with
segments of the consumer base, and without loyal consumers, a boycott might be close at
hand in the event of a misstep.
Second, foreign firms may increasingly find themselves caught in a battle of wills between
Chinese and western markets. As we have demonstrated, many foreign companies have
historically caved into Chinese pressure, usually by issuing apologies for statements made
on Hong Kong and Taiwan. However, when the boycotts linked to Xinjiang emerged in 2021,
western companies were hesitant and generally less willing to toe the Chinese line, most
likely due to the risk of sparking a backlash in their western consumer base.
The unwillingness of companies to apologise over remarks made regarding Xinjiang might
reflect a broader trend of growing North American and European interest in China’s human
rights record and other issues that could put the Chinese state on the defensive. Over time,
such trends could generate more situations where the opinions of Chinese and western
consumers are fundamentally opposed on current issues, and where companies’ efforts
to satisfy consumers in one market risk sparking a backlash in the other. This will confront
businesses with difficult questions about which markets they value the most. It also suggests
that in addition to understanding China’s red lines, foreign companies must become aware
of changing attitudes to China on their home turf.
2. The Chinese state leads by example
Organisations affiliated with the Chinese state have on several occasions supported, and
sometimes initiated, boycotts of specific foreign companies. Nationalist online users have
subsequently targeted other companies over the same and similar issues, most commonly
related to Hong Kong, Taiwan or Xinjiang. For instance, state-run media supported a
campaign in 2019 against luxury brands, including Coach, Versace and Givenchy, for failing
to respect China’s territorial integrity. The campaign sparked an initiative by consumers to
actively seek out other companies that had suggested that Taiwan and Hong Kong were
separate from China.90
The same dynamic occurred in 2021 when the state-initiated boycott of H&M sparked
movements against companies that had also expressed concern over the human rights
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situation in Xinjiang. To understand where the next boycott might emerge, therefore, it is
crucial to monitor statements from state-affiliated entities for any indications of criticism
against companies or organisations.
3. Apologising entails risk
While a public apology might seem to be the obvious solution for a foreign company
subjected to a boycott in China, there are two things to keep in mind in such a situation. First,
it seems increasingly to be the case that any attention is bad attention for foreign businesses
in nationalist online spheres in China. To some degree, the way that Chinese consumers
react to company apologies appears arbitrary, and there is no guarantee that an apology
will not result in additional negative publicity. Regardless of whether an apology is issued,
companies should avoid switching positions as this is typically met with particularly severe
criticism. While we recognise that it is not always easy for companies to remain silent when
consumers demand an apology, the preferred course of action might be to try to avoid the
public eye completely.
Second, most boycotts concern China’s so-called core interests, especially those related
to Taiwan, Hong Kong and Xinjiang. This essentially means that the red lines that trigger
boycotts are defined by the Chinese state, which persistently emphasises that any criticism
of its core interests are “hurting the feelings of the Chinese people”. When deciding whether
to apologise, companies should keep in mind that the Chinese state intentionally confounds
the will of the people with that of the state, and that in some cases apologising to the
Chinese people can mean apologising to the Chinese state. This, in turn, can be perceived
by some audiences as acquiescing to or endorsing the Chinese government’s policy on
various issues.
4. Online reactions do not necessarily reflect the opinions of consumers
Boycotts in China are primarily developed and implemented online, where criticism of
targeted companies is often severe. However, it is worth keeping in mind that these are
the opinions of what appears to be a particularly nationalistic subset of the population. As
one Weibo user wrote, “A country where you can’t protest in the streets has raised a den of
internet vigilantes… They’re always making trouble, making noise”.91
Furthermore, we do not know the extent to which these outbursts of nationalism influence
consumer behaviour. While it is likely that businesses incur reputational costs, it is far from
certain that the people reached by boycott messages stop buying the products sold by the
company in question. Outsiders who only observe the online reaction of a boycott may thus
overestimate its size and the impact on a company’s operations in China. Such exaggerations
may in turn deter other companies from expressing critical views of China in the future,
effectively serving the interest of the Chinese state.
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Appendix: Chinese consumer boycotts of foreign companies,
2008–2021
Automotive
Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

Audi

March
2018

Germany

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Audi was criticised for
No evidence of
using a map of China
state support.
that did not include
Taiwan, South Tibet
and Xinjiang during a
presentation at its annual
press conference.

Apology.

Prejudice

Audi was criticised for an No evidence of
advertisement played in
state support.
Chinese movie theatres
that showed a Chinese
woman being examined
like a second-hand car.

Apology.

Audi

July 2018

Germany

Audi said: “The map
offended Chinese
people. It was a serious
mistake for which Audi
wants to sincerely
apologize”.

Audi said that it
“deeply regrets” the
commercial and that
“The perception the
ad created among so
many people in no way
corresponds to the
values of our company”.

Citroën

April 2008

France

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Citroën was criticised
following the events in
Paris during the Olympic
torch relay. Chinese
citizens also accused
western media of antiChina bias leading to
Citroën appearing on
lists of brands to boycott
on Chinese Internet.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Honda

September
2012

Japan

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Honda was criticised
as a result of anti-Japan
protests over control
of the Senkaku/Diaoyu
islands.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Hyundai

March
2017

South Korea

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Hyundai was criticised
due to South Koreas
agreement to install
the US THAAD missile
defence system.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

KIA

April 2017

South Korea

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

KIA was criticised due to
South Koreas agreement
to install US THAAD
missile defence system.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Mercedes-Benz

February
2018

Germany

Other

Mercedes-Benz
was criticised for an
advertisement that
quoted the Dalai Lama.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.
Mercedes-Benz issued
an apology on Chinese
social media that said
it would “promptly
take steps to deepen
our understanding of
Chinese culture and
values”

Nissan

May 2012

Japan

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Nissan was criticised
as a result of anti-Japan
protests over control
of the Senkaku/Diaoyu
islands.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Peugeot

April 2008

France

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Peugeot was criticised
following the events in
Paris during the Olympic
torch relay. Chinese
citizens also accused
western media of antiChina bias leading to
Peugeot appearing on
lists of brands to boycott
on Chinese Internet.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Toyota

September
2012

Japan

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Toyota was criticised
as a result of anti-Japan
protests over control
of the Senkaku/Diaoyu
islands.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

Malaysia Airlines

March
2014

Malaysia

Prejudice

Malaysia Airlines was
criticised for its handling
of Chinese travellers on
the missing commercial
plane Flight 370, which
was perceived by
Chinese citizens as a
mishandled response.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

United Airlines

April 2017

US

Prejudice

United Airlines was
criticised for footage
of an Asian-American
passenger being
dragged off an
overbooked flight which
was perceived as racist.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Aviation

Banking/finance
Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

BNP Paribas

September
2019

France

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

BNP Paris was criticised
after a company lawyer
posted a text on
Facebook condemning
pro-Beijing counterprotest during the Hong
Kong protests.

State support:

Apology.

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

According to Global
Times, Global Blue
was criticised for listing
Hong Kong as separate
from China in its refund
system. An employee
also claimed that Taiwan
is an “independent
country”.

No evidence of
state support.

Prejudice

UBS Group was
criticised after its Global
Chief Economist, Paul
Donovan stated in a
podcast that the high
consumer prices caused
by African swine fever,
which killed herds of pigs
across China “would
matter to a Chinese
pig”. The statement was
interpreted as referring
to Chinese people rather
than livestock.

State support:

Global Blue

UBS Group

August
2019

June 2019

Switzerland

Switzerland

Global Times
called for social
media users
to campaign
for the bank
to be placed
on China’s
forthcoming
unreliable entity
list.

BNP Paris apologised
for the “offence caused
by a social media post
that was expressed on
one of our employees’
personal accounts”

Apology.

Global Blue said it
“firmly supported
China’s territorial
integrity”.

Global times
wrote an article
saying that the
apology was
not sincere and
reflected “the
deep arrogance
of Western
elites to Chinese
culture”.

Apology.

Paul Donovan
apologised on TV: “I
apologise for anyone
who took any offence
from my remarks,
which were clearly
not intended to
offend.” UBS Group
also apologised:
“We apologise
unreservedly for any
misunderstanding
caused by these
innocently intended
comments by Paul
Donovan”

Beauty
Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

Amore Pacific

2017

South Korea

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Amore Pacific was
criticised as a result of
South Koreas instalment
of US defence system
THAAD missile.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Fresh

August
2019

US

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Fresh was criticised for
listing Hong Kong and
Taiwan as separate from
China on its website.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.

Fresh issued an
apology on Chinese
social media that said
it “resolutely upholds
China’s sovereignty and
territorial integrity”.

La Mer

September
2018

US

Other

La Mer was criticised by
Chinese social media
users after a Chinese
blogger called out
the company for false
advertisement in China.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Lancôme

June 2019

France

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

Lancôme was criticised
for organising a
promotional concert in
Hong Kong with wellknown pro-democracy
activist Denise Ho.
Lancôme later cancelled
the concert.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

MAC Cosmetics

March
2019

US

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

MAC was criticised for
a promotional email that
failed to include Taiwan
in a map of China.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.

Other

NARS was criticised for No evidence of
inviting the Taiwanese
state support.
celebrity, Kai Ko, who are
infamous for a drug bust
in 2014.

Apology.

POLA was criticised
for a sign in a shop
window that said “Entry
by Chinese people
prohibited”.

Apology.

NARS Cosmetics

POLA

June 2018

November
2017

France

Japan

Prejudice

MAC said it respected
and supported the
“One China policy” and
“corrected the email.

No evidence of
state support.

NARS issued an
apology and said it
regrets the collaboration
and hope Chinese
consumers will continue
to support the company.

POLA apologised for
causing “unpleasant
feelings and
inconvenience to many
people”.

Delivery service
Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

FedEx

March
2019

US

Other

FedEx was criticised
for suspected collusion
with the US government
to suppress Chinese
companies following the
unauthorized transfer
of several packages
containing Huawei
products to the US.

State support:

No apology.

March
2021

US

FedEx was criticised for
handling a package that
contained knives bound
for Hong Kong.

State support:

Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

Balenciaga

April 2018

France

Prejudice

Balenciaga was
No evidence of
criticised after a Chinese state support.
shopper was seen being
subdued by a security
guard in a short video
from Balenciaga outlet at
a shopping mall in Paris.

Apology.

Burberry was criticised
No evidence of
for a Chinese New Year
state support.
campaign that contained
“creepy” family photos
which Chinese social
media users claimed
misunderstood the
importance and nature of
Chinese Lunar New Year.

No apology.

FedEx

Other

Global Times
Tweeted that
FedEx was likely
to be added
to Chinas
forthcoming
unreliable entity
list.
No apology.

According to
the Ministry
of Commerce
FedEx will be
added to the
forthcoming
unreliable
entity list due
to multiple
violations within
China’s territorial
jurisdiction.

Designer label

Burberry

January
2019

UK

Prejudice

Balenciaga issued a
statement in Chinese on
Chinese social media:
“Balenciaga sincerely
apologises to the
customers who were
present and reaffirms
its strong commitment
to respect equally all its
customers,"

Burberry

March
2021

UK

Xinjiang

Burberry was criticised
No evidence of
for failing to clearly state state support.
its position on cotton
from Xinjiang after the
UK sanctioned China for
human rights violations in
the region.

No apology.

Coach

August
2019

US

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Coach was criticised for
listing Hong Kong and
Taiwan as separate from
China, on brand T-shirts
and on its website.

State support:

Apology.

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Calvin Klein was
criticised for listing Hong
Kong and Taiwan as
separate from China on
its website.

State support:

Apology.

People’s Daily
said Western
brands should
“learn from their
mistakes” and
cannot disregard
the “One China
principle…
This is common
knowledge - and
it's the bottom
line.”

Calvin Klein issued an
apology on Chinese
social media: “Calvin
Klein completely
respects and supports
China’s sovereignty and
territorial integrity”

Calvin Klein

People's Daily
said Western
brands should
“learn from their
mistakes” and
cannot disregard
the “One China
principle…
This is common
knowledge - and
it's the bottom
line.”

Coach issued an
apology on Chinese
social media: “Coach
respects and supports
China’s sovereignty and
territorial integrity.”

August
2019

US

Canada Goose

December
2021

Canada

Prejudice

Canada Goose was
criticised for an
ambiguous return policy.
It stated all products
sold at Canada Goose’s
retail store in China
mainland are strictly nonrefundable.

State support:
China National
radio criticised
the company
for treating
customers
differently based
on geographic
region.

No apology.

Canada Goose

December
2018

Canada

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Canada Goose was
criticised following
the arrest of Huawei’s
CFO, Meng Wanzhou in
Vancouver.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Dior

Dolce & Gabbana

Givenchy

Hugo Boss

October
2019

November
2018

August
2019

March
2021

France

Italy

France

Germany

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Dior was criticised for
using a map of China
which excluded Taiwan
during a presentation at
a Chinese University.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.

Prejudice

Dolce & Gabbana was
criticised for promotional
videos on social media
that featured an Asian
model struggling to eat
typical Italian food with
chopsticks.

No evidence of
state support.

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Givenchy was criticised
for listing Taiwan and
Hong Kong as regions
separate from China on
brand T-shirts.

State support:

Apology.

People’s Daily
said Western
brands should
“learn from their
mistakes” and
cannot disregard
the “One China
principle…
This is common
knowledge - and
it's the bottom
line”.

Givenchy apologised on
Chinese social media:
“The Givenchy brand
has always respected
China's sovereignty and
firmly adhered to the
“One China principle”.

Xinjiang

Hugo Boss was
criticised for Western
accusations of forced
labour in Xinjiang.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.

Dior issued an apology
on Chinese social
media: “Dior has always
respected and upheld
the principle of one
China strictly upholding
China’s rights and
complete sovereignty,
treasuring the feelings
of Chinese citizens”.
Apology.
Dolce & Gabbana
issued an apology on
its Instagram account:
“We have nothing but
respect for China and
the people of China.”

Hugo Boss issued a
statement on Chinese
social media: “For
many years, we have
respected the One
China principle …
Xinjiang’s long-stapled
cotton is one of the best
in the world… We will
continue to purchase
and support Xinjiang
cotton.” However the
company later said the
post was unauthorised
and removed the post.

Swarovski

Tiffany & Co.

Valentino

Versace

Zadig & Voltaire

August
2019

October
2019

August
2019

August
2019

October
2012

Austria

US

Italy

Italy

France

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Swarovski was criticised
for listing Hong Kong
as separate from China
on its website. Actress
Jiang Shuying cancelled
all cooperation with
Swarovski.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

Tiffany & Co. was
No evidence of
criticised for a
state support.
promotional campaign
that showed Chinese
model Sun Feifei doing a
pose associated with the
pro-democratic protests
in Hong Kong.

Apology.

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Valentino was criticised
for listing Hong Kong
and Taiwan as separate
from China on its
website.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Versace was criticised
for listing Hong Kong
and Macau as separate
from China on its brand
T-shirts.

State support:

Prejudice

Zadig &Volatire was
criticised after its owner,
Thierry Gillier said that
his new hotel “won’t
be open to Chinese
tourists”.

No evidence of
state support.

Swarovski issued
an apology on
Chinese social media:
“Swarovski has always
resolutely safeguarded
China's sovereignty and
territorial integrity.”

Tiffany & Co. said the
post was not intended
to be a political
statement of any kind
and regretted that it may
be perceived as such.

Valentino said, “We
resolutely respect
and uphold China’s
sovereignty and
territorial integrity”

People’s Daily
said Western
brands should
"learn from their
mistakes" and
cannot disregard
the "One China
principle…
This is common
knowledge - and
it's the bottom
line."

Apology.

Versace issued a
statement on Chinese
social media in which it
"deeply apologised for
the controversy" adding
that it “loves China”.

Apology.
Thierry Gillier said: “My
remarks were doubtless
clumsy... I understand
they might have hurt
my friends from China,
France or elsewhere,
and I am deeply sorry
for that,"

E-commerce
Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

Amazon

August
2019

US

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

Amazon was criticised
for selling products with
pro-democracy protest
slogans.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.

Prejudice

Amazon was criticised
for selling products
with slogans such as
“Coronavirus made in
China”.

State support:

Amazon

Amazon said it
has “always and
will continue to
acknowledge the
longstanding and
widely-recognized
policy of ‘one China,
two systems”.

February
2020

US

No apology.

Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

Gap

May 2018

US

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Gap was criticised for a No evidence of
brand T-shirt that omitted state support.
Taiwan and contested
island in the South China
sea from its design.

Apology.

Xinjiang

H&M was criticised for
raising concerns about
alleged human rights
violations in Xinjiang.

State-initiated:

No apology.

ZARA was criticised
for an advertisement
depicting a female
Chinese model with
freckles, which was
perceived as “defaming
the Chinese”.

No evidence of
state support.

Global times
said Amazon
should
apologize.

Fast fashion

H&M

ZARA

March
2021

Sweden

February
2019

Spain

Prejudice

Gap apologised on
Chinese social media:
“Gap Inc. respects
China’s sovereignty and
territorial integrity…
We feel extremely sorry
for this unintentional
mistake”.

The Communist
Youth League of
China reposted
H&M statement
from a previous
year.
No apology.

ZARA

ZARA

September
2019

Spain

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

ZARA was criticised for
temporarily closing two
stores during the prodemocratic protest in
Hong Kong.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.
ZARA said the shops
were closed for being
understaffed. It added
it supports the “One
China, two systems
model”.

March
2021

Spain

Xinjiang

ZARA was criticised for
raising concern about
alleged human rights
violations in Xinjiang.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology. However
ZARA removed its
statement.

Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

85 C

August
2018

Taiwan

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

85 C Bakery
was criticised by
Chinese consumers
for presenting the
Taiwanese President
with a gift which was
interpreted as a move
to support Taiwanese
independence.

No evidence of
state support

Apology.

Prejudice

Bottega Spa was
No evidence of
criticised for publishing
state support.
an open letter in Italian
newspaper La Stampa
that said that China
should “compensate
Italy and the world for
the damage they have
caused during covid-19”.

Apology.

The Taiwanese branch
of Burger King was
criticised for referring
to the coronavirus as
“Wuhan pneumonia” in a
Facebook advertising.

No apology.

Food and
Beverages

Bottega Spa

Burger King

March
2020

March
2020

Italy

US

Prejudice

85 C Bakery issued
an apology on Chinese
social media that said
it firmly supports the
“One-China policy”.

No evidence of
state support.

In a follow up statement,
the owner of Bottega
Spa said “I hope that
my friends, my friends
in Italy, my friends in the
world and especially
my friends in China, will
forgive me.”

However, the brand’s
Chinese operator
apologised to the
Chinese public on
behalf of Burger King
Taiwan

Carrefour

Coca Cola

CoCo

Deutz

April 2008

April 2008

June 2019

March
2020

France

US

Taiwan

France

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Carrefour was criticised No evidence of
following protest in
state support.
Paris which disrupted
the torch relay for the
Summer Olympics
in Beijing. Moreover,
former president
Sarkozy said he would
not attend the opening
ceremony which Chinese
consumers perceived as
support for pro-Tibetan
independence.

Apology.

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Coca Cola was criticised No evidence of
for an advert that was
state support.
perceived to support
Tibetan independence.
The poster showed
Buddhist monks on
a roller-coaster with
slogan “Make it real”.

Apology.

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

CoCo was criticised for
displaying the text, “Go
Hong Kong People!”
on the receipts of one
of its shops in Hong
Kong during the prodemocratic protests.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.

Prejudice

Deutz was criticised
after the son of the
company’s CEO, Patrick
Rosset published a post
on Facebook saying,
“Chinese products
should be boycotted
since corona virus
spread beyond China to
elsewhere”.

No evidence of
state support.

Carrefour issued
several statements
that said “neither the
company nor individual
shareholders support
any organization or
behaviour opposed
to the interests of the
Chinese government
and people”.

A spokesperson from
Coca Cola said, “We
regret if the use of
an image featuring
monks…has caused
any offence, This
was certainly not our
intention ... The image is
not linked to Tibet and is
in no way an expression
of support for any
political issue ...”

CoCo stated that the
receipt was altered by
the staff of the shop. It
added, “the Hong Kong
region is an inseparable
part of the People’s
Republic of China”
Apology.

Patrick Rosset
issued an apology on
Facebook and removed
the post.

It’s Not Made in
China

March
2019

South Africa

Prejudice

It’s Not Made in China
was criticised for the
company’s label which
was perceived by
Chinese consumers as
racist.

State support:
A social media
users post with
a picture of the
company’s bottle
was reposted
by Global Times
and Guancha.
cn which gained
attention among
Chinese social
media users.

No apology.

KFC

July 2016

US

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

KFC was criticised
togethers with other
American fast food
brands after the U.N.
tribunal rejected China’s
historic claims to the
South China sea.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Lotte

March
2017

South Korea

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Lotte was criticised
after it provided land for
the US missile defence
system THAAD which
Beijing said could be
used to spy on China.

State support:

No apology.

McDonalds

April 2008

US

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

McDonalds was
criticised for Speaker of
the United States House
of Representatives,
Nancy Pelosi’s planned
meeting with the Dalai
Lama.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

McDonalds

January
2019

US

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

McDonalds in Taiwan
was criticised after it
posted an advertisement
on Youtube which
included a student
identification card
that listed Taiwan as a
separate country.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

23 Lotte
stores were
closed down
by Chinese
authorities who
claimed the
stores were
in violation
of fire-safety
regulations.

However, McDonalds
China apologised:“We
deeply regret that
the ad has stirred up
such unnecessary
misunderstanding”.

Pocari Sweat

Walmart

July 2019

March
2018

Japan

US

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

Pocari Sweat was
criticised for seen by
Chinese consumers as
an unofficial sponsor
of the pro-democratic
protests in Hong Kong.

State support:

Apology.

Global Times
“suggested
the company
is trying to
deceive Chinese
consumers
and that the
company’s
office in Hong
Kong has been
hijacked by
pro-democracy
elements, which
are contributing
to rising social
tensions in Hong
Kong”

Pocari Sweat issued a
statement on Chinese
social media: “We
resolutely uphold ‘One
Country, Two Systems”

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Walmart was criticised
for a sign in a Chinese
Walmart shop that listed
Taiwan as country of
origin on its products.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.

Walmart issued its
“sincere apologies”
and said that it had
always “respected and
supported” China’s
sovereignty and
territorial integrity…”

Walmart

December
2021

US

Xinjiang

Walmart was criticised
for removing all Xinjiangsourced products from
its membership-based
chain Sam’s Club.

State support:
No apology.
China’s anti-graft
agency accused
Walmart of
“stupidity
and shortedsightedness”

Yifang

August
2019

Taiwan

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

Yifang fruit Tea was
criticised for closing one
of its Hong Kong shops
for a day during the
pro-democratic protests
in Hong Kong and for
putting up a sign that
said, “stand together
with Hong Kongers”.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.
Yifang issued an
apology on Chinese
social media that said it
“resolutely uphold ‘One
Country, Two Systems’
and oppose violent
strikes”.

Homeware
Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

IKEA

October
2017

Sweden

Prejudice

IKEA was criticised for a No evidence of
TV advert that depicted
state support.
a mother who threatened
to disown her unmarried
daughter. The advert
caused a lot of criticism
in Chinese social media
for being sexist.

Apology.

IKEA issued an apology
on Chinese social
media: "We understand
the concern caused by
this TV advertisement
and sincerely apologise
for giving the wrong
perception,"
The ad was removed
from all channels.

IKEA

Muji

Muji

Tempo

August
2018

Sweden

September
2019

Japan

May 2018

July 2019

Japan

Germany

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

IKEA was criticised
for listing Taiwan and
Hong Kong as separate
from China on their
packaging.

State support:

Other

Muji was criticised
for describing the
location for an event as
“French concession”
which Chinese social
media users perceived
as insensitive and
disrespecting Chinese
history.

No evidence of
state support.

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

According to Global
Times, Muji was
criticised for using labels
on products imported to
China that listed Taiwan
as the country of origin.

State support:

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

Tempo was criticised for No evidence of
rumours that it would
state support.
stop advertising on Hong
Kong television channel
TVB which supported
the Hong Kong police
and criticised protesters
storming Hong Kong’s
legislative council.

No apology.

Global Times
said IKEA had
violated the One
China policy.
Apology.
Muji said that the
company respects
Chinese culture and
history.

No apology.

Muji was fined
200,000 RMB
by Shanghai
Administration
for Industry and
Commerce for
wrongly marked
clothes.
Apology.

Tempo apologised and
said it would uphold
China’s “one country
two systems” policy.

Hotel
Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

APA Hotel Group

January
2017

Japan

Other

APA Hotel Group was
criticised for a video
of its hotel rooms
containing revisionist
history books denying
the Nanking massacre.

State support:

No apology.

January
2018

US

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Marriott was criticised for
a customer questionary
listing Hong Kong and
Taiwan as separate from
China.

State support:

Apology.

The Chinese
government shut
down Marriott’s
website. China’s
Cyberspace
Administration
said the
company
“seriously
violated national
laws and hurt the
feelings of the
Chinese people”

Marriott said it: “…
respects the sovereignty
and territorial integrity
of China…We sincerely
apologies for any
actions that may have
suggested otherwise.”

Marriott

A spokesman
for the China
National Tourism
Administration
said the actions
of hotel chain
APA Group
were “an open
provocation
to Chinese
tourists.”

Media
Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

GMM Grammy

April 2020

Thailand

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

According to Global
Times, GMM Grammy
was criticised after a
lead actor in the show
2gether, Vachirawit
Chivaare liked a photo
on Twitter that described
Hong Kong as a country.
The actors’ partner
Weeraya Sukaram
also retweeted a post
that criticised China's
handling of the corona
virus.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.
Vachirawit Chivaare
apologised twice on
Twitter and Chinese
social media.

JYP Entertainment January
2016

South Korea

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

JYP Entertainment
was criticised after a
Taiwanese member of
the girl music-group
TWICE, Chou Tzuyu
waved a Taiwanese flag
on national TV.

State support:

Apology.

Chinese
broadcasting
stations banned
TWICE.

JYP Entertainment
released a statement
clarifying that Tzuyu
had no ill intentions
against the Chinese
government.
Apology

Sports brand
Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Adidas

March
2021

Germany

Xinjiang

Adidas was criticised
for announcing that
they would not source
cotton from Xinjiang after
reports of human rights
abuses against Uyghur
Muslims in the region.

State-supported: No apology
Reuters
reported that
“the sportswear
companies were
the latest caught
up in a backlash
prompted by
a Chinese
government call
to stop foreign
brands from
tainting China’s
name …”

Asics

March
2021

Japan

Xinjiang

Asics was criticised for
issuing a Xinjiang cotton
ban.

No evidence of
state support.

K Swiss was criticised
for a commercial that
depicted a Chinese
character in a way
perceived by Chinese
social media users as
humiliating to China.

No evidence of
state support.

K Swiss

August
2016

US

Prejudice

Apology.
Asics said it has always
adhered to the oneChina principle and
resolutely defended
China’s national
sovereignty and
territorial integrity.
No apology.

Lululemon

April 2018

Canada

Prejudice

Lululemon was criticised
for a picture of a T-shirt
depicting a Chinese
rice box with bat wings
and chopsticks with the
words “No Thank you”
posted by its global art
director, Trevor Fleming.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.
Lululemon responded
to an angry customer
on Instagram and
said: “We hold our
values at our core and
find the image and
post inexcusable”.
Lululemon also issued
a statement on Chinese
social media that said
it strongly oppose any
form of racism against
Chinese.

Nike

March
2021

US

Xinjiang

Nike was criticised for
raising concern over
alleged human right
violations in Xinjiang.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Puma

March
2021

Germany

Xinjiang

Puma was criticised
because of its
association with
the Better Cotton
Initiative and Western
accusations of human
rights violations in
Xinjiang.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Undercover

June 2019

Japan

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

Undercover was
criticised because of its
designer, Jun Takahashi
showing support for the
pro-democratic protest
in Hong Kong.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.

Undercover said it was
Takahashi’s individual
opinion and that it was
posted by mistake.

Sports Club
Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

State support

Apology

Arsenal

December
2019

UK

Xinjiang

Arsenal was criticised as
a result of football player
Mesut Ozil expressing
support for Uighurs in
Xinjiang.

State-initiated:

No apology.

Chinese state
broadcaster
CCTV cancelled
a game between
Arsenal and
Manchester City
from its program.

NBA

March
2019

US

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

NBA Houston Rockets
was criticised after its
general manager, Daryl
Morey, tweeted support
for protesters in Hong
Kong.

State-initiated:

State support

The Chinese
Basketball
Association
decided to
suspend
exchanges and
cooperation’s
with the team.
The state
broadcaster,
CCTV
announced
they would stop
broadcasting
Houston
Rockets games.

Apology.

NBA issued an
apology on Chinese
social media: “We are
extremely disappointed
in the inappropriate
remarks of Houston
Rockets General
Manager Daryl Morey.
He has undoubtedly
severely hurt the
feelings of Chinese
fans”.

Technology
Company

Date

Country

Trigger

Information

Apple

July 2016

US

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Apple was criticised as a No evidence of
result of a brief anti-U.S. state support.
protest over perceived
injustice in the aftermath
of an international
ruling against Chinese
territorial claims.

No apology.

Apple

August
2019

US

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Apple was criticised
because of the Trump
administration’s
crackdown on Huawei.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Apple

August
2019

US

Hong Kong
pro-democracy
protests

Apple was criticised for
approving HKMap.live
for the App Store. The
app was used by prodemocracy protesters
in Hong Kong to
locate police and
demonstrations.

State support:

No apology.

The People’s
Daily criticised
Apple for
“protecting
rioters”.

However, the app was
later removed from the
App Store after Apple
said it had received
credible information
that the app was “being
used maliciously to
target individual officers
for violence and to
victimize individuals
and property where no
police are present.”

Political dispute
with the
company’s home
nation

Canon was criticised
as a result of anti-Japan
protests over territorial
dispute regarding the
Senkaku/Diaoyu islands.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Canon

October
2012

Japan

Apology

Intel

Leica

December
2021

April 2019

US

Germany

Xinjiang

Other

Intel was criticised for
telling its suppliers not
to source products from
the Xinjiang region.

State support:

Leica was criticised
for a promotional video
featuring a famous
Tiananmen square
image.

No evidence of
state support.

Global Times
called Intel’s
statement
“absurd” and
that it was
“biting the hand
that feeds it”.

Apology.

Intel apologised on
Chinese social media:
“We apologize for the
trouble caused to our
respected Chinese
customers, partners and
the public”.
Apology.
A Leica spokesperson
said the film was not
an officially sanctioned
marketing film and
added that the
company “regrets any
misunderstanding of
false conclusions that
may have been drawn”.

Nokia

May 2008

Finland

Other

Nokia was criticised for
not doing enough for
earthquake survivors in
Sichuan.

No evidence of
state support.

No apology.

Red Candle
Games

February
2019

Taiwan

Prejudice

Red Candle Games was
criticised for the video
game Devotion which
included several critical
references to China.

No evidence of
state support.

Apology.

Samsung was criticised
for listing Hong Kong
and Taiwan as separate
from China on its website. Brand ambassador
Zhang Yixing, a Chinese
singer, cancelled his
contract with Samsung.

No evidence of
state support.

Samsung

August
2019

South Korea

China’s territorial
integrity (Taiwan,
Hong Kong and
Tibet)

Red Candle Games
apologised on Facebook and said that it
was “an inadvertent
mistake springing from
the use of trendy language online.”
No apology.

