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Introduction 

Geopolitical issues can profoundly impact businesses, influencing their strategies and outcomes in 
numerous ways. Understanding these dynamics is essential for any organisation seeking to thrive in an 
ever-changing global landscape. The ongoing escalation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has sent 
ripples through global markets, significantly affecting branding, consumer sentiment, and marketing 
strategies for Western multinationals operating worldwide. The situation is not very different in the 
Australasia region. As companies like McDonald's, Starbucks, KFC, Pizza Hut, Burger King, Domino's, 
Coca-Cola, and PepsiCo contend with the challenge of maintaining a cohesive global brand identity, 
they must also navigate the complexities of local geopolitical dynamics. This delicate balancing act is 
especially important in regions where consumer attitudes can shift rapidly in response to international 
events, such as the ongoing conflict in the Eastern Middle East. 

This article examines the impact of Eastern Middle Eastern conflicts, specifically the Israeli-
Palestinian situation, on consumer behaviour and marketing strategies in Australasia. The analysis 
reveals a significant trend of boycotts against major Western brands, particularly in the fast-food 
industry, within key Asian markets like Malaysia and Indonesia, due to their perceived affiliations with 
the conflict. While Australia has experienced some spillover effects, including heightened activity from 
the Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) movement, businesses there have demonstrated a 
capacity to adeptly manage these geopolitical pressures through sophisticated branding and 
marketing. 

 

The Asian Context 

Key Asian countries have shown a variety of responses to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, revealing a 
spectrum of cautious, strategic, and ideologically driven positions. Nations like China and India have 
adopted diplomatically balanced stances, influenced by energy interests, United States (US) relations, 
and domestic sensitivities. In contrast, Muslim-majority countries in Southeast Asia, such as 
Indonesia, Malaysia, and Brunei, have taken more pro-Palestinian positions, driven by religious 
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solidarity and political pressures. Meanwhile, Japan,  South Korea, and most Association of Southeast 
Asian (ASEAN) states have maintained neutral or humanitarian-focused approaches. Overall, direct 
geopolitical involvement, as well as multi-alignment strategies, religious demographics, economic 
priorities, and efforts to preserve regional stability without alienating key global partners, were the 
highlights of the Asian response. This dynamic undoubtedly reflects on business, consumer sentiment, 
and marketing strategies in the region. Fast-food chains have often found themselves in the spotlight, 
illustrating the immediate impact of the issue. The situations in Malaysia and Indonesia are cases in 
context.  

In Malaysia, a notable consumer boycott has arisen against major Western brands, including Starbucks, 
McDonald’s, KFC, and Coca-Cola, because of perceived associations with the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict. This movement has resulted in significant revenue declines and the closure of several outlets, 
exemplified by Starbucks operator Berjaya Foods reporting a loss of Malaysian Ringgit (MR) 292 million 
(US$69 million) for the financial year ending June 2025 and KFC temporarily shutting down over 100 
stores. The boycotts rapidly expanded to encompass various global corporations across the Fast 
Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) and Consumer packaged Goods (CPG) sectors, including notable food 
and beverage brands like Unilever (which owns brands such as Ben & Jerry's, Wall’s, Magnum, 
Hellmann’s and Knorr), as well as non-food giants like Procter & Gamble (P&G), Siemens, Carrefour, AXA, 
SodaStream, Ahava, RE/MAX, The Body Shop, Lancôme, and Neutrogena. The reasons for targeting 
these brands are diverse and can range from perceived support for Israel by the parent company or 
local franchise, such as McDonald's Israel offering free meals to Israeli soldiers amid the Gaza war, to 
investments or business operations in Israel. Nestle (Malaysia), known for products like Milo, Nescafé, 
Maggi, and KitKat, stated on Nov 2, 2023, that its products are made in Malaysia by Malaysians. 

Indonesia had a relatively mild approach in this matter, although the situation has seen boycotts in the 
past. In November 2023, Indonesia also saw widespread boycotts against global brands like McDonald’s 
after McDonald’s Israel donated meals to Israeli soldiers amid the Gaza war, as well as other brands, 
such as Starbucks. Despite local franchises clarifying their independence and McDonald’s Indonesia 
pledging humanitarian aid to Palestinians, the backlash from religious and activist groups led to a 
significant decline in sales and customer traffic. 

 

Australia and New Zealand Context  

In Australia, the Israeli–Palestinian conflict has had some impact on consumer sentiment, branding, 
and corporate positioning, particularly during the Gaza war. This is especially relevant due to the BDS 
Movement, which targets Israel over its treatment of the Palestinians. The movement encourages 
boycotting Israeli products and services, divesting from Israeli companies, and sanctioning the Israeli 
government. However, while there have been some rumours of such boycotts, they have not been very 
prominently evidenced in Australia. 

https://mecouncil.org/publication/the-case-for-palestine-why-japan-and-south-korea-should-recognize-palestinian-statehood/
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/asias-reaction-to-the-middle-east-conflict-religion-and-strategic-interests-191733
https://www.ispionline.it/en/publication/asias-reaction-to-the-middle-east-conflict-religion-and-strategic-interests-191733
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2025/05/08/big-brands-shunned-who-does-it-and-why
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ardianwibisono/2025/08/28/starbucks-boycott-in-malaysia-pushes-tycoon-vincent-tans-berjaya-food-to-record-loss/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ardianwibisono/2025/08/28/starbucks-boycott-in-malaysia-pushes-tycoon-vincent-tans-berjaya-food-to-record-loss/
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/malaysia-kfc-closures-boycott-gaza-conflict-4302296
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/malaysia-kfc-closures-boycott-gaza-conflict-4302296
https://www.unilever.com/
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/malaysians-boycott-companies-and-goods-with-alleged-ties-to-israel-in-support-of-palestinians?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://bdsmovement.net/Guide-to-BDS-Boycott
https://bdsmovement.net/Guide-to-BDS-Boycott
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/free-meals-israeli-soldiers-divide-mcdonalds-franchises-over-israel-hamas-war-2023-10-17/
https://bdsmovement.net/Guide-to-BDS-Boycott
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/malaysians-boycott-companies-and-goods-with-alleged-ties-to-israel-in-support-of-palestinians?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://asiasociety.org/policy-institute/sources-southeast-asian-discontent-over-gaza
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/11/14/indonesians-boycott-mcdonalds-starbucks-over-support-for-israel
https://www.stimson.org/2024/consumers-protest-the-gaza-war-by-boycotting-us-goods/
https://www.stimson.org/2024/consumers-protest-the-gaza-war-by-boycotting-us-goods/
https://bdsaustralia.net.au/


 

In 2011, the Victorian Government asked the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) 
to investigate whether pro-Palestinian BDS protests against Max Brenner chocolate shops in Australia 
breached competition laws by constituting illegal secondary boycotts. The protests targeted Max 
Brenner due to its Israeli ownership and support for Israeli soldiers, raising concerns that such actions 
might unlawfully interfere with legitimate business operations. 

In New Zealand, the impact on businesses was somewhat less severe, as the New Zealand Government 
took a more balanced stance in response to the war. However, the New Zealand Customs Service has 
recently warned businesses about increased supply chain risks due to potential disruptions in the Red 
Sea. This situation could affect shipping routes, resulting in higher costs and delays for imports, which 
may ultimately impact consumer prices. 

 

Consumer Sentiment Driving the Boycotts 

Boycotts serve as a powerful expression of consumer sentiment, deeply rooted in the emotional and 
political dimensions of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The foremost driving force behind these actions 
is solidarity with the Palestinian people, propelled by humanitarian concerns and, in many Muslim-
majority nations, intertwined with religious and cultural affiliations. 

Boycotting serves as a means of political protest, particularly when other avenues for expression are 
limited. It empowers consumers to leverage their economic power to voice their dissent and apply 
pressure on companies perceived to support actions they oppose. 

Additionally, social media platforms play a pivotal role in the organisation and amplification of these 
boycotts. They facilitate the rapid dissemination of information, sometimes including misinformation, 
about targeted brands, encouraging widespread participation and engagement in these movements. 

 

Brand Responses and Marketing Strategies 

Companies have employed various strategies in response to boycotts, demonstrating their attempts 
to navigate public perception and mitigate reputational risk. For instance, McDonald’s proactively 
issued clarification statements distancing itself from Israeli operations while making significant 
humanitarian donations to Palestinians. In contrast, Starbucks largely remained silent at the local 
franchise level, and its US head office's legal actions against its union exacerbated the fallout of the 
boycott. Similarly, Unilever and other Western brands reported declines in sales and opted for neutral 
or community-focused messaging to manage the situation. These responses reflect the complexities 
businesses face when addressing consumer activism and how companies are dealing with these 
actions. 
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Conclusion  

The ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict has significantly influenced consumer sentiment and 
marketing strategies across the Australasia region. In Asia, the responses from various countries 
reflect a complex interplay of geopolitical dynamics, with Muslim-majority nations like Malaysia and 
Indonesia exhibiting strong pro-Palestinian sentiments leading to notable boycotts against Western 
brands. Major companies like Starbucks and McDonald’s have faced revenue declines due to perceived 
associations with the conflict. Meanwhile, in Australia and New Zealand, while the impact has been less 
pronounced, the BDS Movement highlights the potential for shifts in consumer behaviour. 

When faced with complex geopolitical crises, a potential path forward for multinational corporations 
is to embrace a non-partisan humanitarian position. This strategy, put forth by Professors Stephan 
Manning and Vassiliki Bamiatzi, centres on supporting all victims of a conflict. Their analysis points to 
companies like Comcast and Verizon, which successfully sidestepped the negative press faced by their 
peers by providing aid to Doctors Without Borders in both Israel and Gaza. Beyond financial 
contributions, firms can also offer crucial logistical support. The professors further advocate for a joint 
initiative among multinationals to forge a collective code of conduct, aligning with international 
humanitarian law. This framework would obligate warring parties to ensure the unhindered flow of aid, 
protect humanitarian workers, and safeguard vulnerable populations—a principle reminiscent of the 
Geneva Conventions and the origins of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. 
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