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Abstract 

The rise of social media enables consumers to share criticism and negative opinions about a 

company to a large number of people within a short period of time, possibly leading to huge 

waves of outrage. This phenomenon, called online firestorm, poses new challenges and risks 

for companies (Pfeffer, Zorbach, & Carley, 2014). Research has shown that such online 

firestorms can damage brand reputation and may lead to customer losses and drops in sales 

volumes. This thesis aims to examine how organizations can react to a firestorm in order to 

interrupt its further spread and hence, avoid these negative consequences. To reach this 

objective, we ask the following research question: ñHow do companies respond to online 

firestorms on social media in order to prevent a further dissemination of the firestorm and how 

effective are these response strategies?ò. 

By analyzing the two company cases Dolce & Gabbana and Gucci, this study applies a mixed 

method approach. In the first step we deploy qualitative content analysis based on situational 

crisis communication theory and inductive coding in order to identify the firestorm response 

strategies of the respective companies. In the second step we determine the effectiveness of 

these response strategies by applying automatic sentiment analysis to the usersô reactions to 

the company responses. Our results show that the two companies adopted different response 

strategies, leading to different consumer reactions. Based on that, we find that accommodative 

responses, including Rebuilding and Bolstering strategies should be chosen over defensive 

responses, including Denial. These accommodative responses have to be sincere, as 

insincere responses upset consumers. In addition, we confirm that it is highly important to 

respond as fast as possible to an online firestorm. Furthermore, we find that the firestorm 

response should go beyond apologizing by including supporting means which prove a 

companyôs dedication to improve and create credibility. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Situation and Problem 

In the ñanalog daysò consumers only had limited power. When they were dissatisfied with a 

company they only had three options: staying loyal to the company, exiting the relationship 

(Singh, 1990) or complaining to the company (Fornell & Wernerfelt, 1987). Hence, in most 

cases, consumers were rather powerless with limited possibilities to express their 

dissatisfaction (Rauschnabel, Kammerlander, & Ivens, 2016). Through the development of 

social media, consumers were provided with tools for mass action, enabling them to 

increasingly express their opinions about organizations and their behavior. Consequently, 

these new media channels shifted the power from organizations to consumers, giving them 

the opportunity to influence each other by sharing their experiences on social media (Hennig-

Thurau, Gwinner, Walsh, & Gremler, 2004; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). 

These developments confront companies with new challenges, as consumers now take an 

active role as market players (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). Previously, complaints were only 

shared with representatives of the respective company and, possibly, a few peers. Now, these 

complaints are available to a substantially larger group of people (Van Noort & Willemsen, 

2012). As a reaction to questionable actions or statements of a company, social media users 

can create huge waves of outrage within just a few hours. These sudden waves of negative 

electronic word of mouth (eWOM) are called online firestorms (Pfeffer et al., 2014). Firestorms 

are characterized by a high number of messages with an enraged, emotional tonality, 

spreading extremely fast through social media (Johnen, Jungblut, & Ziegele, 2018) and  

potentially leading to severe consequences for companies. H&M, for instance, had to close 

several stores in South Africa and experienced a drop in sales after being hit by an online 

firestorm in which the company was accused of racism because it published an advertisement 

with a black boy posing in a sweater with the inscription ñcoolest monkey in the jungleò 

(Reporter, 2018). The substantial risk of online firestorms is also reflected in the fact that major 

US and European insurance firms offer insurances that protect companies against firestorms. 

These policies cover the loss of income suffered by an organization after a firestorm and 

professional advice on the complex question of how to handle the firestorm (dpa-infocom, 

2018). Reacting to a firestorm indeed is difficult because consumersô reactions towards a 

specific incident are not only influenced by the original content, but also by the responses of 

other users to the firestorm (Chan, Skoumpopoulou, & Yu, 2018; Kim & Hollingshead, 2015). 

Furthermore, a company confronted with a firestorm cannot stop negative comments, has no 

control over their customers and cannot censor what users post online (Lappeman, Patel, & 

Appalraju, 2018). Due to these complex dynamics, the consequences of a firestorms are 

unpredictable and hard to control (Pfeffer et al., 2014). In addition, online firestorms require a 
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fast response by the respective company, as it has been found that companies which faced 

an online firestorm and decided not to respond to it, suffered from loss of credibility and image 

damages (Pfeffer et al., 2014) and that a quick response is critical to avoid further virality of 

the firestorm (Herhausen, Ludwig, Grewal, Wulf, & Schoegel, 2019). Hence, on the one hand, 

it is extremely important for companies to intervene into a firestorm and to react as quickly as 

possible. On the other hand, the characteristics of online firestorms make it very difficult to 

take appropriate actions, since they spread extremely fast and cannot be controlled by the 

company. This risk created by social media is still widely left unattended in the literature 

(Lappeman et al., 2018). While it has been established that it is important to respond to the 

firestorm and to do so quickly (e.g. Herhausen et al., 2019; Pfeffer et al., 2014), as we will 

show, the question of how to concretely respond to a firestorm has only be examined in a few 

papers and findings in this area are quite limited. Little research has been done on specific 

response strategies that can be taken by companies in order to solve the presented conflict 

and future research is encouraged to develop strategies for mitigating online firestorms 

(Drasch, Huber, Panz, & Probst, 2015). Without clear guidelines for responding to an online 

firestorm, companies will continue to experience heavy damages from negative eWOM 

disseminating in a firestorm (Herhausen et al., 2019). Consequently, examining effective 

response strategies to an online firestorm is highly relevant for practice and academics 

(Lappeman et al., 2018). 

1.2 Research Goal and Research Question 

This master thesis has the objective to investigate how firms respond to an online firestorm 

and how effective these responses are, leading to the following research question:  

 

How do companies respond to online firestorms on social media in order to prevent a further 

dissemination of the firestorm and how effective are these response strategies? 

 

Our research is based on the insights gained from analyzing the two company cases Dolce & 

Gabbana and Gucci which were affected by online firestorms. We examine the companiesô 

social media responses in depth, using qualitative content analysis in order to get an 

understanding of the applied response strategies. This content analysis partly consists of 

deductive coding, based on situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) and partly of 

inductive coding. Subsequently, we deploy sentiment analysis to the usersô reactions to these 

posts in order to determine, whether the respective response strategy was successful in the 

sense of calming down consumersô negative emotions, consequently interrupting the spread 

of negative eWOM and by that inhibiting the further dissemination of the firestorm. Hence, this 

master thesis has the research goal to contribute to the growth of academic knowledge in the 

field of online firestorms by providing more insights on how companies can effectively respond 
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to online firestorms in order to fulfill the requirement of quick, appropriate responses. 

Additionally, we aim at making some contributions to the related fields of crisis communication 

and reputation management, as our research provides important insights on how companies 

should communicate on social media in a conflict situation. 

 

1.3 Outline of the thesis 

This thesis is divided into eight chapters. In Chapter 1 we present the relevance of this research 

by pointing out the threats of online firestorms and the need for more insights into possible 

firestorm response strategies. From that, the research question and goal are derived. In 

Chapter 2 we provide a literature review, starting with a short introduction into social media 

and eWOM, the underlying concept of online firestorms. In the next sub-chapter, we define 

online firestorms and establish their main characteristics as well as literature findings regarding 

online firestorm responses. In Chapter 3 we present SCCT as the theoretical background of 

this thesis and its connection and relevance for our work. In Chapter 4 we introduce the two 

cases under examination, Dolce & Gabbana and Gucci, including a reasoning for the choice 

of the cases and an outline of the main events of the particular online firestorm. Chapter 5 

comprises a description of the methodology of this thesis. We present the overall research 

design, together with a reasoning for the methods choice. Then, in the first step, a qualitative 

content analysis is conducted on the companiesô responses, including deductive coding based 

on SCCT, followed by inductive coding. In the second step of the research, we apply sentiment 

analysis to the consumer reactions. The combined results of these analyses are then collected 

in Chapter 6. Here, we present the companiesô response strategies and their effectiveness. In 

Chapter 7 the main results are first summarized and then discussed. From these findings we 

derive the theoretical contributions and managerial implications of this thesis for responding to 

an online firestorm. In the last part of the seventh chapter we outline limitations and directions 

for future research. Last but not least we present the conclusions of our study in Chapter 8. 

2 Literature review 

2.1 Social Media and electronic word of mouth 

Social media can be defined as ña group of Internet-based applications that build on the 

ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0 and that allow the creation and exchange 

of user-generated contentò (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Through the explosive growth of 

social media, companies now have less control over the messages and information available 

about them on the internet (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010) and hence, the information flow about a 

brand is multidirectional, interconnected and hard to predict (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). 

Individuals have changed from passive readers and listeners to active participants (Einwiller, 

Viererbl, & Himmelreich, 2017), who can create, spread and manipulate content related to a 
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particular company (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2010). Consequently, consumers are now enabled 

to obtain information and experiences about products, services and companies not only from 

people personally known, but from a huge number of people, otherwise unfamiliar to them 

(Hennig-Thurau & Walsh, 2003). This phenomenon has been labeled electronic word of mouth 

(eWOM) and can be defined as ñany positive or negative statement made by potential, actual, 

or former customers about a product or company, which is made available to a multitude of 

people and institutions via the Internet.ò (Hennig-Thurau et al., 2004, p. 39). Using social 

media, consumers can spread criticism and complaints to a large number of people within 

hours while other users can continually join in. As companies do not have control over usersô 

interactions and cannot censor what consumers say about the brand on social media 

(Lappeman et al., 2018), this negative eWOM can disseminate quickly and has the potential 

to reach a lot of people (Balaji, Khong, & Chong, 2016). Additionally, negative eWOM on social 

media is very persistent, as it exists permanently and is searchable for instance via search 

engines (Jansen, Zhang, Sobel, & Chowdury, 2009). Furthermore, it has been found that 

consumers diffuse negative online content faster and for a longer period of time, to more 

people and in a more detailed and assimilated way than positive information (Hornik, Satchi, 

Cesareo, & Pastore, 2015). This ñnegativity biasò (Hornik et al., 2015) implies that negative 

eWOM attracts more attention and is more influential than positive eWOM (Cheung & Lee, 

2008; East, Hammond, & Lomax, 2008; Hewett, Rand, Rust, & Van Heerde, 2016; Park & Lee, 

2009; Wangenheim, 2005). When the affected company does not initiate any counter-actions 

against negative eWOM, it can turn into a vicious cycle (Van Noort & Willemsen, 2012) and 

eventually into an online firestorm. Consequently, negative eWOM can be understood as the 

underlying concept of online firestorms, as any negative eWOM has the potential to turn into 

an online firestorm (Hansen, Kupfer, & Hennig-Thurau, 2018; Herhausen et al., 2019; 

Lappeman et al., 2018; Pfeffer et al., 2014; Stich, Golla, & Nanopoulos, 2014). 

2.2 Online firestorms 

2.2.1 Definition and characteristics of online firestorms 

The concept of online firestorms was introduced by Pfeffer et al. (2014) (Hansen et al., 2018) 

who define a firestorm as ñthe sudden discharge of large quantities of messages containing 

negative WOM and complaint behavior against a person, company, or group in social media 

networksò (Pfeffer et al., 2014, p. 118). According to the authors, the definition and circulation 

of a firestorm is similar to a rumor, which is a ñproposition for belief, passed along from person 

to person, usually by WOM, without secure standards of evidence being presentedò (Allport & 

Postman, 1947, p. ix). The essential difference of firestorms to rumors is the higher level of 

aggression in an online firestorm and the usersô intention to be offensive (Pfeffer et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, firestorms are characterized by a high number of messages and an indignant, 

emotional tonality (Johnen et al., 2018). These messages circulating in an online firestorm are 
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based on opinions, not facts (Pfeffer et al., 2014) and often also contain calls for boycott 

against the company under fire (Lim, 2017). In many cases the messages are of affective 

nature, which increases the involvement of users exposed to the negative eWOM of the 

firestorm (Pace, Balboni, & Gistri, 2017). Possible triggers for an online firestorm are online 

marketing campaigns which backfired, customers expressing dissatisfaction on social media, 

moral misconduct of the company or organizational communication which is perceived as 

unethical or unprofessional (Johnen et al., 2018; Mochalova & Nanopoulos, 2014). Some 

authors state that everything can spark a firestorm, even irrelevant actions or little mistakes, 

from low-level employees (Pace et al., 2017; Van Aelst & Walgrave, 2002). The instant waves 

of criticism created by an online firestorm can have severe consequences for a company, 

including customer losses, damaged brand reputation, drop in sales volumes and switching 

intentions of loyal customers (Chan et al., 2018; Lappeman et al., 2018). Hansen et al. (2018) 

find that 58% of companies suffer from a decreased short-term brand perception and for 40% 

the firestorms had negative effects in the long run, regarding long-term brand perceptions and 

consumersô long-term memory. 

Related to the online firestorm research field, are studies that examine the interplay of various 

information sources (Hansen et al., 2018). Social media is increasingly becoming a source of 

information for traditional media channels, which can lead to ñdigital spilloverò (Diakopoulos, 

De Choudhury, & Naaman, 2012; Einwiller et al., 2017). This means that, if there is a heavy 

consumer reaction on social media, traditional media often picks up on the incident and covers 

the issue at hand but also the online outrage about it. Then again, if traditional media reports 

about the online firestorms, the interest of additional consumers is raised, who then also take 

up on the topic by discussing it on social media (Einwiller et al., 2017; Hansen et al., 2018). By 

that interplay of traditional and new media the speed and reach of the consumer messages 

are increased and the firestorm is amplified (Einwiller et al., 2017; Hansen et al., 2018; Pfeffer 

et al., 2014). 

Overall, online firestorms are a very complex phenomenon. They often appear without any 

warning, are hard to predict and spread extremely fast (Lappeman et al., 2018). Additionally, 

as they comprise many people with different motives for their criticism, firestorms enable 

clusters of complaints. These are started with one negative opinion shared by a user which 

attracts the attention of another social media user who then, in turn, comments his or her own 

experience or opinion (Lappeman et al., 2018). Consumers are thus exposed to the reactions 

of other social media users, which has an effect on their believes and attitudes, influencing 

their initial evaluation and consequently their response towards the incident in question (Chan 

et al., 2018; Kim & Hollingshead, 2015). As a result, unexpected bursts of customer outrage 

can evolve (Chan et al., 2018).  
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Due to these complexities online firestorms are extremely unpredictable, and companies often 

fail to detect them timely to prevent their outbreak. Consequently, companies have to be 

prepared to respond adequately to online firestorms. 

2.2.2 Responding to online firestorms 

The presented viral and complex nature of firestorms makes it extremely challenging for 

companies to intervene. At the same time, finding an appropriate response is very important, 

as a wrong response may even reinforce the firestorm (Stich et al., 2014). The affected firm 

should take actions and initiate counter-responses as fast as possible in order to avoid an 

escalation of the situation (Drasch et al., 2015; Lappeman et al., 2018; Pfeffer et al., 2014; 

Stich et al., 2014). Accordingly, Pfeffer et al. (2014) point out that it is important to communicate 

with the attacking users and generally to respond to the accusations, as ignoring a firestorm 

can lead to heavy image damages. This was confirmed in a recent study by Herhausen and 

colleagues (2019) who consider not responding to the accusations in a firestorm to be the 

worst strategy and emphasize that it is highly important to act fast. A timely, adequate and 

confident response even has the potential to strengthen the brandôs position and increase its 

credibility and image (Pfeffer et al., 2014). While there are many papers pointing out the 

importance of responding quickly, studies suggesting concrete response strategies are limited. 

 

A response strategy, proposed by Pfeffer et al. (2014), is the diffusion of positive counter 

information to the negative eWOM to destabilize the adverse attitude people have formed due 

to the firestorm. A similar reaction strategy was examined by Mochalova and Nanopoulos 

(2014) and Stich et al. (2014) who introduce a counteraction strategy which initiates the spread 

of positive eWOM by engaging individuals to act as supporters of the company in order to 

restrict the spread of an online firestorm.  

Herhausen et al. (2019) examine how firestorms can be mitigated and find that a company 

must tailor its response to the intensity of excitement in the negative eWOM to reduce the 

virality of a potential firestorm on social media. When the negative eWOM contains a lot of 

intensive high-arousal emotions, a firm should include more explanation in their response and 

when negative eWOM contains more low-arousal emotions, more empathy is the better suited 

response (Herhausen et al., 2019). Furthermore, the authors state that apologizing will ñfeed 

the fireò and increase virality and that offering compensations should be the last resort.  

Rauschnabel et al. (2016) examine organizational reactions to what they call collaborative 

brand attacks. The authors understand this term as a synonym for online firestorms, but do 

not base their research on Pfeffer et al. (2014). Additionally, they state that collaborative brand 

attacks may initially not be aggressive or intended to be harmful, but a high level of aggression 

is a fundamental characteristic of the online firestorm definition of Pfeffer et al. (2014). Thus, 

we believe that the authorsô understanding of collaborative brand attacks does slightly differ 
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from online firestorms. Nevertheless, we want to shortly mention the findings of Rauschnabel 

et al. (2016) as, to our best knowledge, this study is the only study which suggests concrete 

response strategies based on an analysis of company cases. Rauschnabel et al. (2016) find 

that the two strategies ignoring, and censoring led to an increased momentum of the brand 

attack and a sharper tone of user comments. Content bumping was also applied, meaning that 

companies published a lot of content to replace the brand attack in search enginesô top 

rankings. Also, the companies under examination provided counter arguments for why the 

company behaved appropriately, which intensified the attacks or engaged in appeasement 

strategies, including apologies, which appeared to inhibit further growth of the brand attacks. 

The strategy change of behavior was found to immediately stop the collaborative brand attack. 

Overall, Rauschnabel et al. (2016) find that the company accusers expect a fast response and 

apology by the company, as well as an observable change of behavior. 

3 Theoretical background 

Crisis communication literature provides some important insights on how to handle 

unpredictable situations which have the potential to damage organizations and can lead to 

severe consequences (Hauser, Hautz, Hutter, & Füller, 2017). As has been shown above, 

firestorms are as well unforeseeable and often have negative consequences for a company. 

In some articles they are even understood as the digital form of a crisis (Hansen et al., 2018; 

Pace et al., 2017; Pfeffer et al., 2014). Consequently, we expect the research and findings in 

the field of crisis communication on social media to be relevant for the field of online firestorms 

and accordingly for this thesis, providing some insights on how companies can respond 

effectively to avoid the further dissemination of a firestorm (Hauser et al., 2017). Our focus will 

lie on situational crisis communication theory (SCCT) as it is the most popular stream within 

the field of crisis communication and response (Kerkhof, Schultz, & Utz, 2011) and one of the 

mostly cited theories in crisis communication research (Roshan, Warren, & Carr, 2016). 

In the following, the main characteristics and crisis response strategies of SCCT will be 

presented in the first part, followed by a more detailed explanation of the relevance of SCCT 

for online firestorms. 

3.1 SCCT 

A crisis can be defined as ñan unpredictable event that threatens important expectancies of 

stakeholders [é] and can seriously impact an organizationôs performance and generate 

negative outcomesò (Coombs, 2014b, p. 3). SCCT  suggests several crisis response strategies 

which aim at calming negative emotions and protecting organizations against further adverse 

reactions (Zhang, Kotkov, Veijalainen, & Semenov, 2016).  
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The crisis response strategies suggested by SCCT can be divided into accommodative and 

defensive (Coombs, 1998; Marcus & Goodman, 1991). Accommodative strategies are 

concerned with acknowledging the problem and accepting full responsibility for it (Coombs, 

2018; Marcus & Goodman, 1991). Defensive response strategies, on the other hand, seek to 

avoid responsibility and focus on organizational concerns. (Coombs, 2018; Marcus & 

Goodman, 1991). A basic assumption of SCCT is that stakeholders attribute responsibilities 

for the crisis to the organization involved in the crisis (Y. Cheng, 2018). When the source of 

the crisis is seen as internal and/or intentional the public perceives the crisis events as more 

controllable and consequently attributes more responsibility to the company. In this case, 

managers are recommended to apply an accommodative organizational response. When the 

crisis origin is seen as external, unintentional and/or the organization has a low perceived 

responsibility for the crisis, the public is more likely to accept a defensive company response 

(Coombs, 2007; Coombs & Holladay, 1996; Jin, Liu, & Austin, 2014). Overall it is suggested 

that the more responsible the company appears to be for a crisis, the increasingly 

accommodative the selected crisis response strategy should be (Coombs, 2007, 2011, 2014a; 

Coombs & Holladay, 1996, 2002). 

 

SCCT suggests four crisis response clusters: Rebuilding, Bolstering, Diminishment and Denial 

which can be placed along a defensive/accommodative continuum. As visualized in Figure 1 

Rebuilding strategies are to a higher degree accommodative than Bolstering strategies and 

Denial strategies are to a higher degree defensive than Diminishment strategies (Coombs, 

2007, 2018). 

 
Figure 1: Crisis response clusters grouped on Continuum 

Defensive                                                                                                 Accommodative 

Denial Diminishment Bolstering Rebuilding 

based on Coombs (2018) 

 

Each of these crisis response clusters, can be sub-categorized into concrete response 

strategies (Coombs, 2007). Coombs (2007) provides a collection of the response strategies, 

which he determined in his studies. In the following years, additional response strategies were 

identified by the literature and assigned to the respective crisis response clusters.  

The Denial cluster includes strategies which aim at removing any connections between the 

crisis and the company by claiming that the company is not responsible for the crisis (Coombs, 

2015). Coombs (2007) determines the strategies attack the accuser, denial and scapegoating 

for this cluster. Lee and Song (2010) and Liu (2010a) additionally suggest the ignoring or no 

action strategy to account for those companies which choose to not respond at all to a crisis.  
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Diminish strategies claim that the crisis is not as serious as people think or that the company 

did not have control over the crisis events with the goal to reduce the perceived crisis 

responsibility (Coombs, 2018). This cluster contains the strategies excuse, justification 

(Coombs, 2007) and separation (Liu, Austin, & Jin, 2011).  

The aim of Bolstering is to connect positive information with the company (Coombs, 2015, 

2018). To do so, Coombs (2007) suggests the strategies reminding, ingratiation and victimage. 

Additionally, endorsement (Liu et al., 2011) and a CSR-based response (Ham & Kim, 2017) 

were identified as Bolstering strategies. 

The Rebuilding cluster contains strategies which involve taking positive actions that address 

the opponents concerns and offset the crisis (Coombs, 2018). These strategies comprise 

compensation, apologizing (Coombs, 2007), corrective actions (Lee & Song, 2010), 

transcendence (Liu et al., 2011) and sympathy (Coombs & Holladay, 2008). Regarding, the 

apologizing response, Dulaney and Gunn (2017) suggest to distinguish between genuine and 

pseudo-apologies. Widely accepted components of a sincere apology are: acknowledging 

wrong, describing how wrong occurred, expressing remorse and sincerity and commitment to 

avoid it from happening again (Lazare, 2005). In a pseudo-apology, on the other hand, wording 

is used which is intended to look like an apology but is not sincere and avoids accepting 

responsibility (Dulaney & Gunn, 2017). Commonly applied methods of those insincere 

apologies are evading responsibility, downplaying the seriousness of the firestorm and 

apologizing for something (Boyd, 2011; Dulaney & Gunn, 2017).  

In Table 1 the SCCT crisis response clusters and the corresponding response strategies are 

visualized and defined. 

Table 1: SCCT crisis response strategies 

Crisis 

response 

cluster 

Crisis response strategy Crisis response strategy description 

Denial Ignoring/no action  

(Lee & Song, 2010; Liu, 

2010a) 

Remaining silent in the attempt to separate 

from the negative events (Lee, 2004) 

Attack the accuser 

(Coombs, 2007) 

Attacking the crisis accusers  

Denial (Coombs, 2007) Denying that a crisis exists 

Scapegoating 

(Coombs, 2007) 

Blaming someone outside of the 

organization for the crisis 
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Diminishment Excuse (Coombs, 2007) Minimizing responsibility of the organization 

by denying intention to harm and/or arguing 

inability to control events that triggered crisis 

Justification (Coombs, 2007) Minimizing perceived damage of the crisis 

Separation 

(Liu et al., 2011) 

Dissociation from the person within the 

organization who is responsible for the crisis 

(Benoit & Brinson, 1999) 

 Bolstering Reminder (Coombs, 2007) Reminding about past good work of the 

company 

Ingratiation (Coombs, 2007) Praising of stakeholders for their actions 

Victimage 

(Coombs, 2007) 

Reminding that company also is a victim of 

the crisis 

CSR-based response 

(Ham & Kim, 2017) 

Using CSR initiatives to offset negative 

effects of a crisis and positively impact 

consumersô evaluation of the organization  

Endorsement 

(Liu et al., 2011) 

Mentioning of third-party supporters of the 

organization  

 Rebuilding Compensation 

(Coombs, 2007) 

Offering of money or gifts to crisis victims 

Apologizing 

(Coombs, 2007) 

Apologizing and taking full responsibility for 

the crisis 

Corrective actions 

(Lee & Song, 2010) 

Engaging in activities that correct mistakes   

 

Transcendence 

(Liu et al., 2011) 

Shifting the attention away from the direct 

crisis to bigger issues (Liu, 2010b) 

Sympathy 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2008) 

Expressing concern for the victims of the 

crisis 



 11 

 

3.2 Relevance of SCCT for online firestorms 

Hauser et al. (2017) define SCCT as one of the relevant literature streams, related to online 

firestorms, as recent research on crisis communication on social media builds on SCCT to 

examine the impact of different response strategies to crises in the social media field. Ott and 

Theunissen (2015), for instance, tested the applicability of SCCT in the social media context, 

by comparing the response strategies of three multinational profit-making organizations in a 

crisis with those suggested by SCCT. In all cases under examination the SCCT strategies 

have been applied. The authors find that accommodative response strategies are more 

successful than Denial or Diminishment strategies. Similarly, Zhang et al. (2016) applied 

SCCT, focusing on the Facebook and Twitter activities of organizations in various offline crisis 

situations. The authors find that most companies replied in a supportive way and apologies 

were commonly used to calm down angry users. This shows that the organizations under 

examination applied SCCT in the sense of accepting responsibility and utilizing Rebuilding 

response strategies. Ki and Nekmat (2014) also focused on the social media platform 

Facebook, by examining the usage of Facebook of Fortune 500 companies through the lens 

of SCCT. In their study the authors looked at companiesô statements or messages on 

Facebook in the context of a crisis and labeled them as a ódenial,ô óattack the accuser,ô 

óscapegoating,ô óexcuse,ô ójustification,ô or ófull apologyô response strategy. They find justification 

and apology to be the most frequently utilized crisis response strategies.  

The preceding findings from literature show that SCCT response strategies are successfully 

applied on social media by companies in a crisis. Based on these findings, we expect that 

SCCT is also valuable for handling an online firestorm on social media. Additionally, we provide 

new insights because firestorms differ from traditional crises in two main aspects. Firstly, 

firestorms can be initiated by minor incidents (Pace et al., 2017), often related to moral 

misconduct (Johnen et al., 2018) or in some cases even without any concrete company 

misdeed, whereas crises are always triggered by specific company wrong-doings (Pace et al., 

2017). Secondly, firestorms are always initiated in the social media domain, while traditional 

crises can develop anywhere in the media scape (Pace et al., 2017). Hence, we will show if 

and how SCCT response strategies are applied in the specific case of an online firestorm. 

In addition, SCCT responses have already been deployed for responding to negative eWOM. 

Lee and Song (2010), for instance, tested the effects of SCCT response strategies in the case 

of negative eWOM and find that a companyôs response strategy strongly impacts the 

consumersô perception of company responsibility and evaluation. Consistent with previous 

studies they conclude that an appropriate response strategy can generate positive consumer 

attitudes towards the company (Lee & Song, 2010). As it has been found before (e.g. Conlon 

& Murray, 1996; Coombs, 1999), Lee and Song (2010) also show that consumers may be 
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disappointed by defensive response strategies and that accommodative strategies may lead 

to better outcomes regarding customer satisfaction and continued loyalty. With these findings 

the authors prove that SCCT can also be applied in the online context and that overall the 

crisis response strategies have the same effect online as they have offline. Chang, Tsai, Wong, 

Wang, and Cho (2015) also test the effects of accommodative and defensive response 

strategies to reduce the detrimental effects of negative eWOM. The authors confirm that 

adopting an accommodative response strategy can reduce the customersô perceptions of a 

companyôs responsibility for negative events and that a defensive strategy has the contrary 

effect. Similarly, Weitzl, Hutzinger, and Einwiller (2018) investigate how online interactions with 

complaining consumers can mitigate the detrimental effects of negative eWOM. The authors 

differ between no, accommodative and defensive responses and again come to the same 

results regarding the effects of the accommodative and defensive responses. Consequently, 

these papers show that the findings of SCCT have already been successful tested in cases of 

negative eWOM and it has been proven that SCCT response strategies can be successfully 

applied to react to negative eWOM.  

As mentioned above, negative eWOM, can turn into a firestorm if no effective counter-actions 

are initiated (Pfeffer et al., 2014; Van Noort & Willemsen, 2012). Hence, as negative eWOM is 

the underlying concept of online firestorms, (Herhausen et al., 2019; Pfeffer et al., 2014; Stich 

et al., 2014), we can expect that the findings of SCCT are also relevant for the case of online 

firestorms. In addition, our study provides new insights, as we show whether SCCT response 

strategies are also effective in the case that negative eWOM escalated into an online firestorm. 

To our best knowledge there is no study which studies online firestorm responses, using SCCT 

as a theoretical framework. Rauschnabel et al. (2016) build a connection between their similar 

concept of collaborative brand attacks and SCCT and define this literature stream as relevant 

for their research. In their study the authors find that SCCT in its initial form is not applicable 

to collaborative brand attacks. It is important to note, that Rauschnabel and colleagues (2016) 

do not empirically test whether the SCCT response strategies are also applicable online but 

base their findings only on theoretical differences. Additionally, they claim that SCCT is only 

suitable in the offline context and has not been applied in connection with social media. As we 

showed in the preceding literature review, we cannot confirm this statement. Hence, we believe 

that with our approach we propose an alternative view and show that SCCT response 

strategies are applicable for online firestorms.  

4 Case description 

The following analysis will encompass two recent firestorm cases in the high fashion industry 

with Dolce & Gabbana and Gucci as the affected companies. Thus, this study will be based 

on two case studies. A case study can be defined as a ñdetailed examination of a single 
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exampleò (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 220). It was chosen to perform case studies, as this empirical 

method has been found to be especially useful for answering ñHowò questions (Yin, 2009), like 

the research questions of this thesis. Furthermore, case studies are very suitable for 

understanding complex social phenomena and óreal life eventsô in depth (Yin, 2009). Although 

case studies are often perceived as lacking generalizability (Ruddin, 2006), this study follows 

the argumentation of Flyvbjerg (2006) that it is possible to generalize from a single case, as 

long as it is carefully chosen. We did select the respective cases carefully, based on four 

reasons. 

 

First of all, the two cases were chosen because they clearly fulfill the criteria of firestorms. Both 

companies were confronted with a high number of messages on social media containing 

negative eWOM against them, which is in line with the basic definition of an online firestorm 

(Pfeffer et al., 2014). Additionally, in both cases this circulation of negative messages was 

initiated on social media by social media users (Pace et al., 2017). As it is typical for firestorms 

these messages were based on opinions and often contained a high level of aggression 

(Pfeffer et al., 2014). 

 

The second reason for selecting Dolce & Gabbana and Gucci is the topicality of these two 

cases. In the last years, the number of online firestorms initiated by moral misconduct or 

unethical company behavior such as racism, discrimination and general insensitivity 

increased. This phenomenon is illustrated by Table 2, containing examples of firestorms which 

were triggered by such reasons and took place in the same years as the presented cases. 

Consequently, the two selected firestorms were initiated due to highly relevant and current 

causes and analyzing the companiesô response strategies can provide some valuable insights 

and indications for future research. 

 

Table 2: Examples of online firestorms in 2018 and 2019 

Affected company Year Firestorm reason Accusation 

H&M 

(Jarvis, 2018) 

2018 ñCoolest monkey in the jungleò 

sweater advertised by black boy 

Racism  

Prada 

(Chiu, 2019) 

2018 Key chains that resembled blackfacing Racism 

Revolve 

(Henderson, 2018) 

2018 ñBeing fat is not beautifulò sweater Fat-shaming 

Dr.Oetker 

(Jansen, 2018) 

2018 Advertisement for soccer world cup 

with the title ñBake your husband 

Role distribution 

clichés 
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happy, even when he has a second 

loveò 

Burberry 

(Taylor, 2019) 

2019 Sweatshirt with noose instead of 

drawstrings 

Insensitivity to 

suicide 

Hornbach 

(Pleasance, 2019) 

2019 Advertisement in which an Asian 

woman smells enthusiastically on 

sweaty men clothes  

Racist clichés 

Adidas 

(Hsu & Paton, 

2019) 

2019 Release of an all-white shoe for black 

history month 

Cultural 

insensitivity 

Katy Perry 

Collections 

(Ocbazghi & 

Skvaril, 2019) 

2019 Release of shoes that resemble 

blackfacing 

Racism 

 

The third reason for choosing these two cases is that they have similar characteristics. Both 

companies are luxury brands, which operate in the high fashion industry. Additionally, Dolce & 

Gabbana and Gucci were both accused of racism and cultural insensitivity, which sparked very 

emotional reactions, especially by the groups which were insulted by the companiesô actions. 

Due to the heavy reactions by users and the high number of negative messages, both 

firestorms quickly reached a high impact and subsequently were strongly discussed in 

traditional media. In addition, several celebrities openly voiced their criticism towards the two 

companies. 

 

While the two cases show a lot of similarities, the fourth reason for comparing Dolce & 

Gabbana and Gucci is that their firestorm response strategies fundamentally differ from each 

other, which makes comparing them especially interesting. As we will show in our research, 

the company responses differ in regard to timing, content, extent, format and responsibility 

acceptance. Overall, Gucci put a lot more effort into reconnecting with their stakeholders and 

clarifying that they accept accountability and will make up for their mistakes, while Dolce & 

Gabbana tried to evade responsibility and did not provide concrete actions how they will correct 

their wrong-doings. The comparability of the two cases on the one hand and the difference of 

the chosen response strategies, on the other hand, makes it very relevant to compare the two 

cases to one another in order to determine which response strategy was more successful.  

 

In the following sections we will describe the two cases in more detail. For reconstructing the 

course of events we relied on news articles, following the approach of Salek (2015) and  
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Hansen et al. (2018) who used traditional media articles and reports to understand the events 

of a firestorm. The following case descriptions are thus based on a news research on Google 

News. For each case we selected 10 online articles from popular news outlets. Based on these 

articles, we summarize the main firestorm events and user reactions. In addition, we present 

exemplary screenshots of Twitter and Instagram posts which directly address the companies 

or use respective hashtags in order to illustrate the accusations made in the course of the 

firestorm.  

4.1 Dolce & Gabbana 

Dolce & Gabbana is an Italian high fashion company which designs, produces and distributes 

high-end clothing and accessories (craft, 2019). It was founded in 1985 by Stefano Gabbana 

and Domenico Dolce and has its headquarters in Milan (businessoffashion, 2019).  

 

On November 18, 2018 Dolce & Gabbana released an online video campaign on Instagram, 

Twitter, Facebook and Weibo, the Chinese version of Twitter (Chung & Holland, 2018), which 

triggered a big firestorm. In the videos a young Chinese model tries to eat the Italian dishes 

Pizza, Spaghetti and Cannoli with chopsticks. In the background traditional Chinese-sounding 

music is playing and a male narrator is commentating in Chinese and instructing the woman 

how to handle the chopsticks. The model struggles to get the food into her mouth and in one 

of the videos the commentator asks her, whether the Cannoli is too huge for her. In all videos 

the woman is clumsy and giggles a lot.1The campaign was supposed to advertise a fashion 

show in Shanghai (K. Cheng, 2018) but caused an outcry by Weibo users who accused the 

video of racism, insensitivity (Bloomberg, 2018; Carder, 2018) sexism (Yang & Liu, 2018) and 

trivializing Chinese culture (Eube, 2018). Many users were also upset about the portrayal of 

chopsticks (Koetse, 2018) in the video series and the patronizing tone of the narrator 

(Cockburn, 2018). The video was removed within 24 hours from Weibo but has already been 

shared to other social media sites, like Twitter and Instagram (Tobin, 2018). In the further 

development of the firestorm, the company was attacked by users for posting the offensive 

videos (see Figure 2 (User1, 2018) for an example of a tweet) and accused of discrimination 

and stereotyping (Carder, 2018; Tobin, 2018), as Figure 3 illustrates (User2, 2018). 

 

Figure 2: Example of Dolce & Gabbanaôs video called offensive on Twitter 

 

 

 
1 Our description is based on a version of the video with English subtitles published by Li (2018) 
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Figure 3: Example of racial discrimination and stereotyping accusation on Twitter 

 

The accusations intensified on November 21, when the Instagram account ñDiet Pradaò, which 

has 1.4 million followers and is known for criticizing the fashion industry, shared screenshots 

of what appears to be an Instagram direct message conversation between Stefano Gabbana 

and Michaela Phuong Thanh Tranova, a fashion writer (Carder, 2018; K. Cheng, 2018; 

Cockburn, 2018; Eube, 2018). In the messages Gabbana calls China, a country of shit, using 

the poo emoji. He also insults the Chinese as an ñIgnorant Dirty Smelling Mafiaò and claims 

that the Chinese ñeat dogsò. Furthermore, he expresses his anger that the video has been 

taken down by stating ñIt was deleted from social media because my office is stupid [é] it was 

by my will I never canceled the postò. Gabbana also makes clear that he does not understand 

why the videos are accused of racism, as he writes ñWhy you think is racist that video? You 

think we are stupid to come in china and post a wrong video???? Is a tributeò and ñWe are 

racist for what?ò. (diet_prada, 2018). Exemplary screenshots from ñDiet Pradaôsò Instagram 

post are shown in Figure 4 (diet_prada, 2018). 

 

Figure 4: Exemplary screenshots from diet_pradaôs posts 
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The screenshots of this conversation quickly went viral and were also reposted by big Chinese 

state media accounts such as Global Times (Koetse, 2018), leading to waves of criticism and 

rage and calls for a boycott of Dolce & Gabbana (Carder, 2018; Cockburn, 2018; Haas, 2018). 

Stefano Gabbana claimed that his Instagram account has been hacked (Eube, 2018) and 

posted an image on Instagram of Tranovaôs screenshots with ñNot meò written across them (K. 

Cheng, 2018; Chung & Holland, 2018), as the reader can see in Figure 5 (Yue, 2018). 

 

Figure 5: Gabbanaôs ñNot meò post on Instagram 

 
Nevertheless, a lot of fashion show guests cancelled and many of the booked models pulled 

out (Bloomberg, 2018). Additionally, many Chinese celebrities made statements against Dolce 

& Gabbana on their social media accounts (Bloomberg, 2018). Actress Zhang Ziyi and singer 

Wang Junkai for instance announced that they will not attend the show and will boycott the 

brand (Bloomberg, 2018; Cockburn, 2018; Eube, 2018; Haas, 2018) and the companyôs 

ambassadors for the Asia Pacific region singer Karry Wang and actress Dilraba Dilmurat 

ended their contracts with Dolce & Gabbana (Bloomberg, 2018). 

Furthermore, major retailers like Alibaba, Net-A-Porter, Kaola, Secoo, Yoox, Mr Porter, 

Yangamatou and JD.com dropped the label (Bloomberg, 2018; Carder, 2018; Haas, 2018; 

Yang & Liu, 2018). 

 
The show was officially cancelled on November 21 (Carder, 2018; Yang & Liu, 2018). The 

official Peopleôs Daily account released a comment stating that the Ministry of Culture and 

Tourism issued a cancellation notice for the event (Bloomberg, 2018). 

4.2 Gucci 

Gucci was founded in 1961 and designs, produces and distributes luxury goods, including 

clothes, accessories, jewelry, perfumes and cosmetics. The companyôs headquarter is based 

in Haywards Heath, United Kingdom (Bloomberg, 2019). 
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In its fall/winter collection 2018 Gucci released a $890 sweater which caused a firestorm on 

social media, starting on February 6, 2019 (Chiu, 2019; Ferrier, 2019; Hsu & Paton, 2019). 

The product in question was a black balaclava-style jumper featuring a pull-up neck with a cut-

out around the lips, surrounded by a thick red circle (Chiu, 2019; May, 2019). The black color 

of the sweater in combination with the bright red ñlipsò was denounced of evoking blackface 

imagery by many social media users (Ferrier, 2019; Hsu & Paton, 2019; May, 2019; Young, 

2019), as it resembled the title character of the childrenôs book ñThe Story of Little Black 

Samboò, a pejorative caricature of dark-skinned children (Chiu, 2019; Ocbazghi & Skvaril, 

2019). Additionally, in the 1800s white actors would paint their faces black and leave out large 

outlines around the mouth to mock black people and portray them as inferior and unintelligent 

(Ocbazghi & Skvaril, 2019). Consequently, blackfacing is perceived as racism. The firestorm 

was apparently initiated on the afternoon of February 6th by a Twitter user who shared a picture 

of the sweater (Chiu, 2019). A screenshot of the Tweet can be seen in Figure 6 (User3, 2019). 

Following this post, many social media users called the sweater racist and expressed outrage 

and exasperation (Cave, 2019) and calls for boycott started circulating (Chiu, 2019; Young, 

2019), as shown in Figure 7 (User4, 2019). Additionally, many users pointed out the especially 

unfortunate timing for the sweater release, as February is the black history month in the US 

(Ferrier, 2019; Young, 2019), as Figure 6 illustrates. 

 

Figure 6: Post which apparently initiated the firestorm 
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Figure 7: Example of a call for boycott of Gucci on Twitter 

Gucci reacted quickly and immediately removed the sweater and issued an apology on its 

Twitter channel on the same day as the accusations started circulating (Ferrier, 2019; Hsu & 

Paton, 2019; Ritschel, 2019; Young, 2019). Nevertheless, in the following days, the posts 

attacking the company did not stop. Users criticized a lack of diversity at Gucci and stated that 

this incident could have been avoided if Gucci would employ more black people (Chiu, 2019; 

Ferrier, 2019; Hsu & Paton, 2019; Young, 2019), as illustrated by the example post in Figure 

8 (User5, 2019). Others questioned Gucciôs motivations indicating that the company and the 

following apology were part of a publicity stunt (Hsu & Paton, 2019).  

 

Figure 8: Example of a request on Twitter telling Gucci to hire more black people 

 

While criticism and anger dominated, some users did not agree with the outrage and the racism 

accusations towards the company (Chiu, 2019). Figure 9 provides an example of a user who 

does not understand why people think that the sweater resembles blackfacing (User6, 2019).  

 

Figure 9: Example of a user not understanding the outrage 
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Nevertheless, many celebrities turned against the company. Rapper 50 Cent for instance 

posted a video on Instagram where he burns a Gucci shirt, stating that he has to get rid of all 

his Gucci clothes, as he is not supporting the brand anymore (50cent, 2019; Ritschel, 2019). 

A screenshot of this video can be seen in Figure 10 (50cent, 2019). 

 

Figure 10: Screenshot of 50 Cent burning his Gucci Shirt on Instagram 

Other celebrities such as Lil Pump, Russell Simmons, Spike Lee and rapper T.I. announced 

that they will boycott the company (Griffith, 2019; Ritschel, 2019). The rapper Souljaboy posted 

a video on his Instagram account announcing that he will replace the Gucci bandana, his 

hallmark with a headband of Fendi, because ñGucci is cancelledò (Griffith, 2019; souljaboy, 

2019). The black Harlem designer Dapper Dan who worked with Gucci in 2018, harshly 

criticized the company on his Instagram account (Associated Press, 2019) and stated that ñno 

excuse nor apology [é] can erase this kind of insultò. He also announced that he will meet with 

Gucciôs CEO and other industry leaders to hold the company responsible for their actions 

(dapperdanharlem, 2019). Figure 11 represents a screenshot of this post. 
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Figure 11: Screenshot of Dapper Danôs post on Instagram 

 

5 Methodology  

5.1 Overall research design  

We applied a mixed method approach, which can be divided into two main steps. In Step 1 we 

analyzed the companiesô responses and in Step 2 we determined the sentiment of usersô 

reactions to these responses. Our analysis only comprises the companiesô responses on social 

media, as online firestorms are a social media phenomenon and we are interested in how they 

can be addressed on social media. Additionally, only social media posts allow to retrieve the 

direct reactions of consumers because of the comment function underneath the posts. 

 

In Step 1 we examined Dolce & Gabbanaôs and Gucciôs social media response posts, by 

applying qualitative content analysis. The overall goal of this step was to gain an in-depth 

understanding of the companiesô response strategies. Qualitative content analysis was chosen 

because this method can be used to enhance the understanding of a phenomenon, as it allows 

the evaluation of rich information (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). According to Titscher, Meyer, 

Wodak, and Vetter (2000) content analysis can be used if communicative content is of great 

importance, if schemata of categories can be formulated in advance and/or if the analysis is 

concerned only with the vocabulary of a text (Kohlbacher, 2006). All three variables apply to 

this research. In addition, there are several examples of studies in the field of firestorms and 

negative eWOM research, where content analysis was applied as well to understand 

companiesô responses (e.g. Ott & Theunissen, 2015; Rauschnabel et al., 2016; Williams & 

Buttle, 2014). Moreover, Kohlbacher (2006) shows that qualitative content analysis is a useful 
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analysis and interpretation method for case study research, due to its openness and ability to 

deal with complexity. Additionally, it enables the integration of different materials and evidence 

and allows a theory-guided analysis (Kohlbacher, 2006). Hence, these characteristics make 

content analysis an appropriate method for this research.  

 

In Step 2, we examined the reactions of social media users in order to determine the success 

of the companiesô actions. To do so, we applied sentiment analysis to the comments directly 

referring to the specific company posts in order to understand, whether users generally reacted 

positively or negatively to the companiesô responses. Collecting comments from social media 

sites and coding them as positive, negative and neutral by applying sentiment analysis is an 

approach which has already been taken by other authors (e.g. Coombs & Holladay, 2014; 

Zhang et al., 2016) and thus we expect it to be appropriate for this thesis. Furthermore, it has 

been found that publicly available social media comments can indicate if a company response 

is accepted by the public and whether this response has the desired effect (Coombs, 2014a; 

Coombs & Holladay, 2012; Coombs & Holladay, 2014), which is in line with the goals of our 

analysis. 

5.2 Qualitative content analysis of companiesô social media posts (Step 1) 

5.2.1 Data collection 

We collected Dolce & Gabbanaôs and Gucciôs firestorm responses from the companiesô social 

media accounts, namely Facebook, Instagram, YouTube and Twitter. As we do not speak 

Chinese, we decided to no take Dolce & Gabbanaôs activities on Weibo into account because 

this platform is mainly used in China and all posts are in Chinese. 

 

Dolce & Gabbana 

On November 21, after the show was officially cancelled, Dolce & Gabbana released their first 

statements on Instagram and Twitter, expressing their regret about the recent events and 

thanking all the people who worked on the fashion show, and the companyôs friends and guests 

(Dolce&Gabbana, 2018e; dolcegabbana, 2018b). Additionally, Dolce & Gabbana published a 

post on Instagram, saying that the companyôs Instagram account and the account of Stefano 

Gabbana have been hacked. They apologize for the distress caused and promise to 

investigate the hack (dolcegabbana, 2018c). Two days later, on November 23, a video was 

published in which the two designers apologize in Italian, express their regret for the recent 

events and ask the Chinese for forgiveness. There are two versions of the video, one with 

Chinese and one with English subtitles which have been posted on YouTube 

(Dolce&Gabbana, 2018c, 2018d) and Twitter (Dolce&Gabbana, 2018a, 2018b). On Instagram 

a picture was released saying ñDolce&Gabbana apologizesò in English, Italian and Chinese 

with a reference to the YouTube link in the post description (dolcegabbana, 2018a). In Table 
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3, the responses of Dolce & Gabbana are collected. A full transcript of the posts is included in 

Appendix A of this thesis. 

 

Table 3: Summary of social media responses of Dolce & Gabbana 

Date Post Channels  

November 21 Statement about cancellation of fashion show  Twitter  

Instagram 

Claim that Instagram account has been 

hacked  

Instagram 

November 23 Apology video with English and Chinese 

subtitles with Dolce and Gabbana personally 

apologizing in Italian and asking for 

forgiveness 

Twitter 

Instagram 

YouTube  
 

 

Gucci 

As already mentioned, Gucci quickly issued an apology on its Twitter channel on February 6, 

2019, (gucci, 2019e) the same day as the accusations started circulating. Almost ten days 

later, on February 15 and 16, the company released an extensive post on Twitter and 

Instagram in which it announces and describes a long-term plan of actions to further embed 

diversity and cultural awareness in the company (gucci, 2019g, 2019h, 2019i, 2019j). One 

month later, on March 15, Gucci released a follow-up post on Twitter, Instagram and Facebook 

with a long-term diversity and inclusion action plan and an announcement of ñGucci 

Changemakersò, a global program to support industry change, including a ñChangemakers 

fundò of $5 million (gucci, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c, 2019d, 2019f). In Table 4 an overview of 

Gucciôs responses on social media can be found. A full transcript of the posts is included in 

Appendix A of this thesis. 

 

Table 4: Summary of social media responses of Gucci 

Date Post Channels  

February 6 

(Evening) 

Apology post and confirmation that sweater was 

withdrawn from physical and online stores 

Twitter 
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February, 15 

February, 16 

Posts with four initiatives in a long-term plan of 

actions designed to further embed cultural diversity 

and awareness in the company 

Twitter 

Instagram 
 

March 18 Post with long-term diversity and inclusion action 

plan, Introduction of Gucci Changemakers 

Twitter 

Instagram  

Facebook 

 
5.2.2 Analytical approach 

We applied qualitative content analysis to the presented social media posts from Dolce & 

Gabbana and Gucci in order to get an in depth understanding of the companiesô firestorm 

responses. To do so, we used deductive as well as inductive coding to classify the data into 

categories. In deductive coding the categories are based on previous knowledge such as 

theory or previous research (Schreier, 2014) and the prior formulated theoretical derived 

categories are brought in connection with the text (Mayring, 2004). We applied deductive 

content analysis in the first part of the analysis, because our categories are based on SCCT. 

In inductive coding the categories are derived from the data (Mayring, 2014; Schreier, 2014). 

We deployed inductive coding in the second part of the analysis in order to provide a complete 

understanding of the data. 

The outcome of this content analysis is a set of categories describing the companiesô response 

strategies. In order to determine these categories, we developed the following content analysis 

process, based on a combination of Mayringôs (2014) Content structuring process and 

Schreierôs (2014) method to combine deductive and inductive coding.  

 

1. Research questions and theoretical background 

2. Selecting materials 

3. Definition of categories from theory (main- and sub-categories) 

4. Development of a coding guideline with definitions and anchor examples 

5. Material run-through, preliminary coding 

6. Assigning all the material to categories 

7. Second run-through based on inductive coding 

8. Building main and sub-categories 

9. Revision of coding guideline 

10. Final working through materials 

 

Step 1: Research questions and theoretical background 

The qualitative content analysis is guided by the research question of this thesis, namely: How 

do companies respond to online firestorms on social media in order to prevent a further 
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dissemination of the firestorm and how effective are these response strategies? The theoretical 

background of the deductive coding is SCCT. 

 

Step 2: Selecting materials 

The materials under examination are all the social media posts of Dolce & Gabbana and Gucci 

posted on Instagram, Twitter, Facebook and YouTube. For the case of Gucci this comprises 

three posts and for the case of Dolce & Gabbana two posts and one video. A transcript of 

these posts can be found in Appendix A.  

 

Step 3: Definition of categories from theory (main- and sub-categories) 

To build a coding frame, main- and sub-categories have to be defined (Schreier, 2014). In this 

step we defined categories deductively, meaning that the categories are based on theory, 

namely SCCT (Schreier, 2014). In this case the main categories are the crisis response 

clusters Denial, Diminishment, Bolstering and Rebuilding, because the objective of this 

analysis is to find out which of the crisis response strategies were applied by Dolce & Gabbana 

and Gucci. Additionally, Sincere Apology and Pseudo-Apology are added as main categories 

in order to determine if the provided apologies are sincere (Dulaney & Gunn, 2017). Based on 

SCCT research, as presented in Chapter 3, we established the following categories and sub-

categories, collected in Table 5. 

 

Table 5: Main and sub-categories of deductive content analysis 

Main category Denial 

Sub-categories Attack the accuser Denial Scapegoating Ignoring/no action 

 

Main category Diminishment 

Sub-categories  Excuse Justification Separation 

 

Main category Bolstering 

Sub-categories Reminder  Ingratiation Victimage CSR-based 

response 

Endorsement 

 

Main category Rebuilding 

Sub-

categories 

Apologizing Sympathy Corrective 

actions 

Compen-

sation 

Transcendence 
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Main category Sincere Apology 

Sub-

categories 

Acknowledging 

wrong 

Explaining 

how 

wrong 

occurred 

Commitment 

to avoid 

future 

mistakes 

Expressing 

remorse 

and 

sincerity 

Accepting 

responsibility 

 

Main category Pseudo-Apology 

Sub-categories Evading responsibility Apologizing for 

something else 

Downplaying 

seriousness 

 
Step 4: Development of a coding guideline with definitions and anchor examples 

In the fourth step we defined the categories and developed a coding guideline. Each of these 

category definitions consists of a category name, a description and an anchor example 

(Mayring, 2014; Schreier, 2014). Coding rules were not established, as these are only 

necessary when there is high uncertainty how to code the material (Schreier, 2014).  

 

Step 5: Material run-through, preliminary coding 

In this step a first run-through of the material was performed, by going through the response 

posts line by line and provisionally assigning the material to the categories. After a first run-

through of 10-50%, Mayring (2014) recommends a revision of the categories and coding 

schemes. In this case, we only undertook small revisions, as we conducted a more extensive 

revision in Step 7 by applying inductive coding.  

 

Step 6: Assigning all the material to categories 

In this step we assigned all the material to the categories. The material which we could not 

classify, was categorizes as residual. We sorted the materials into a coding sheet, where the 

columns correspond to the sub-categories and the rows to the individual social media posts.  

The results of the deductive coding of this step were brought together in coding frames. 

 

Step 7: Second run-through based on inductive coding 

In this step we applied inductive coding to the categorized materials from Step 6 with two 

objectives. Firstly, we refined the developed deductive categories, by building sub-categories. 

Secondly, we performed a run-through through the residual categories in order to define 

categories for this material inductively.  

 
Step 8: Building main and sub-categories  



 27 

After defining new categories, we bundled them in this step. We assigned some of the newly 

created categories to existing main categories and grouped the remaining categories into new 

main categories.  

 

Step 9: Revision of coding guideline 

In this step we revised the coding guideline according to the previous findings. If applicable, 

we replaced the anchor examples from theory with an example from this analysis. The revised 

and final coding guideline can be found in Appendix B. 

 

Step 10: Final working through materials 

Based on the new coding guideline, we coded the material again. The resulting, final coding 

frames of this qualitative content analysis can be found in Appendix C. 

5.3 Sentiment analysis of user responses (Step 2) 

In the second step we applied sentiment analysis to the user comments underneath the 

companiesô response posts. The objective of this step was to determine whether users 

generally reacted positively or negatively to the companiesô posts. 

 

5.3.1 Data Collection 

The respective user comments were downloaded from Facebook, Instagram, YouTube and 

Twitter, using the program exportcomments (exportcomments, 2019a). This tool can export 

public comments from social media platforms including the comment owners name, the 

message of the comment, date and time, likes, URL and nested comments (exportcomments, 

2019a). We chose the option to exclude nested comments, meaning comments which are 

replies to original comments from another user, when we downloaded the data due to the 

following reasoning, explained with an example: User X replies to the company post in a 

negative way. User Y reads the comment of user X and responds directly to user X, expressing 

his agreement for the negative sentiment of user X. In that case the sentiment analysis tool 

would interpret the agreement of user Y as a positive sentiment, even though user Y is 

agreeing to a comment with a negative sentiment towards the company. Consequently, we 

only took comments into account which directly answer to the companyôs response posts. The 

limit of downloadable comments of exportcomments is 50,000 comments (exportcomments, 

2019b). The posts of Dolce & Gabbana on Instagram received an even higher number of 

comments. Nevertheless, we expect that 50,000 is still a representative number of comments, 

sufficient to apply a sentiment analysis and determine the overall polarity of the comments.  

After downloading the data with exportcomments, all the comments were transferred into 

Google Sheets for the sentiment analysis.  
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In addition to downloading the comments we collected the number of comments per post from 

the companiesô social media sites in order to gain an overview about the quantity of comments 

generated by each response (date of collection: August 25, 2019).  

 

5.3.2 Analytical approach 

We used sentiment analysis to analyze the usersô reactions to the two companiesô responses. 

Before running the analysis, we selected only English comments, because the companiesô 

communication language in the posts was English and thus most of the comments were 

English as well. Looking at English comments also allowed us to capture the international 

reaction of users, as it can be assumed, that people who wrote their comment in English 

wanted people all over the word to understand their post and not only people who speak the 

respective language. Additionally, it has been found that sentiment analyses perform best for 

English text (Thelwall, 2017). We also deleted all links in the comments because they did not 

provide any value for us. 

 

In order to determine the commentsô sentiment, we used the tool MeaningCloud, an Add-in 

tool for Excel and Google Sheets, which is able to classify the comments into strongly positive, 

positive, neutral, negative and strongly negative (MeaningCloud, 2019c). MeaningCloud was 

chosen as a tool because it is able to detect global sentiment and sentiment at an attribute 

level, analyzing in detail the sentiment of each sentence. The ñindividual phrases are identified 

and the relationship between them is evaluated, which results in a global polarity value of the 

text as a wholeò (MeaningCloud, 2019d). Furthermore, it is claimed that MeaningCloud is also 

able to detect irony (MeaningCloud, 2019b). Another important rationale for selecting 

MeaningCloud was, that the program can classify most of the important emojis. As emojis are 

heavily used in the present social media comments, this feature is especially relevant for this 

case. Further reasoning for choosing MeaningCloud is, that the company appears trustworthy 

and competent, as it has important customers such as Pfizer, Telefonica and Ing Direct 

(MeaningCloud, 2019a) and has been applied and recommended in some studies (e.g. Dale, 

2018; Herrera-Planells & Villena-Román, 2018).  

In order to get more valuable results, we built a customized model, after conducting a test-run 

over the data and determining which comments can be classified by the software and which 

cannot or are classified wrongly. In order to get better results, we defined words or groups of 

words, called multiwords, with the according positive or negative sentiment in MeaningCloud 

for both cases. Examples of data that could not be classified by the software in the test-run 

and hence were added to the customized model include special emojis, hashtags and content-

specific multiwords. The detailed description of our sentiment analysis process and the 

customized models can be found in Appendix D. After we determined a customized model for 
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each company, we ran the sentiment analysis tool over all the data, resulting in a list of 

abbreviations indicating the sentiment of the comments. In order to determine the share of 

positive, negative and neutral sentiment, we counted positive and very positive and negative 

and very negative comments together. Then, the resulting values were added up with the 

number of neutral comments to determine the absolute number of comments that could be 

classified. Finally, the share of negative, positive and neutral comments was calculated based 

on this number.  

6 Results 

In this chapter we present the results of our analysis, by combining the outcomes of the 

qualitative content analysis and the sentiment analysis of both company cases. The response 

strategies and the respective user reactions of Dolce & Gabbana and Gucci are visualized in 

Figures 13 and 14 and will be presented along these figures2. In Appendix E the SCCT 

response strategies applied by the companies are collected, together with those strategies 

which we determined additionally in the qualitative content analysis by inductive coding.  

6.1 Dolce & Gabbana 

In order to give a first overview over our results, we provide Figure 13, a collection of the 

identified response strategies of Dolce & Gabbana and the respective user reactions. In this 

figure the companiesô responses are divided into accommodative and defensive responses 

and the user reactions are represented by the total number of comments from all channels and 

the commentsô sentiments. The sentiment is portrayed by a pie chart visualizing the shares of 

negative, positive and neutral comments of those comments which could be classified by the 

software, calculated from all channels. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2 In Appendix E-G the reader can find a detailed overview over the identified firestorms response 
strategies and in Appendix H the results of the sentiment analysis per channel. 
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Figure 12: Collection of main results for Dolce & Gabbana 
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Before first response 

In the first three days after the video was deleted, Dolce & Gabbana apparently ignored the 

firestorm, as the company did not provide any response to the accusations. This behavior 

indicates an Ignoring strategy which is part of the Denial cluster and thus a defensive strategy,  

according to SCCT.  

 

First Response 

After three days Dolce & Gabbana published a response in which the company provides a 

statement regarding the cancellation of the big Shanghai fashion show. In this post, we 

identified several response strategies of the SCCT Bolstering cluster through deductive coding. 

First of all, the two designers remind users about their past good work by mentioning their 

history and vision. This indicates the application of the reminder strategy.  

Additionally, ingratiation apparently is applied, as the designers praise Dolce & Gabbanaôs 

stakeholders by stating ñFrom the bottom of our hearts we would like to express our gratitude 

to our friends and guestsò.3  

Dolce & Gabbana also uses victimage by stating for instance ñWhat happened today was very 

unfortunate for [é] usò and thus presenting the company as a victim of the firestorm.  

Moreover, third-party supporters are subliminally mentioned by bringing up all the people 

around the world who love Dolce & Gabbana, indicating an endorsement strategy.  

Besides these SCCT strategies we defined a new Bolstering response strategy through 

inductive coding. Dolce & Gabbana writes that the fashion show was ñsomething that we 

created especially with love and passion for Chinaò. We interpret this statement as a means of 

the two designers to express their positive attitude towards China, trying to contradict the 

racism accusations which they were confronted with. To account for these actions, we suggest 

positive counter-position as a new response strategy, comprising all company responses 

which aim to create a positive image which refutes the accusations made in the course of the 

firestorm. To concretize how the company provides a positive counter-position we created the 

sub-strategy positive emotions. This strategy means that the company emphasizes its positive 

attitude towards the group of people which were offended by the firestorm cause. We assigned 

these new response strategies to the SCCT Bolstering cluster, because the focus of this cluster 

lies on connecting positive information with the company and to create a favorable connection 

with consumers (Coombs, 2015; Roshan et al., 2016). 

 

The first response post is signed by Domenico Dolce and Stefano Gabbana. We interpret 

choosing the two designers as the sender of the post as a tactic to make the message of the 

 
3 Exemplary quotes are taken from the coding frames. In order to get a complete overview over the 
coded material the reader can check Appendix C. 
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post more personal with the aim to connect with the accusers. In the course of the inductive 

coding process we defined this recurring phenomenon as personalization. We believe that 

personalization is applied with the goal to rebuild a positive relationship with stakeholders, by 

connecting with the firestorm participants. Consequently, we created rebuilding connection as 

a new response strategy and assigned personalization as a sub-strategy to it. We assign this 

new rebuilding connection strategy, together with its sub-strategy personalization to the 

Rebuilding cluster because, according to SCCT, the objective of strategies in the Rebuilding 

cluster is improving the companyôs reputation and taking positive actions to address the 

accusersô concerns (Roshan et al., 2016). 

 

Summing up, Dolce & Gabbana applied mainly Bolstering strategies and one Rebuilding 

strategy in their first response and hence, a slightly accommodative response. This response 

provoked mainly negative reactions. Taking the two social media channels together 72% of 

users reacted negatively to the post and only about 20% positively. Additionally, on both 

channels a very high number (91,369) of comments was posted. Consequently, it appears as 

over all users did not react well to the statement of Dolce & Gabbana and their anger was not 

calmed down, leading them to create additional negative eWOM. Additionally, the high number 

of comments also indicates that the firestorm could not be stopped with the company 

statement, as firestorms are characterized by large message volumes (Pfeffer et al., 2014). 

Hence, we interpret Dolce & Gabbanaôs first response post as ineffective and it even appears 

as Dolce & Gabbana might have fueled the firestorm with this response. 

 

Second Response 

On the same day, Dolce & Gabbana released a second response, on Instagram, stating that 

the companyôs and Stefano Gabbanaôs Instagram account have been hacked. It is not 

specified which consequences this hack had, and which concrete Instagram activities of the 

company were affected by it. Especially, as the formulation ñunauthorized postsò is used, 

without mentioning which posts exactly the company is referring to, it is not clear whether the 

whole online video campaign or the racist messages of Stefano Gabbana or both were 

supposedly published because of a hack.  

 

We find that Dolce & Gabbana applied strategies of the defensive SCCT Denial cluster. By 

claiming that their Instagram account has been hacked, the company indicates that the racist 

statements and/or the videos have been released by someone outside the company. Hence 

Dolce & Gabbana blame others, indicating a use of the SCCT Scapegoating strategy.  

Additionally, we introduce claiming innocence as a new Denial strategy because the 

formulation ñunauthorized postsò is used. We believe that the company thereby intends to 
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demonstrate that they are not responsible for the occurrence of the firestorm and have nothing 

to do with the firestorm causes. 

 

Moreover, we identified response strategies of the SCCT Bolstering cluster in Dolce & 

Gabbanaôs second response. By stating that they have been hacked, the company also 

presents itself as a victim of the firestorm and hence deploys the victimage strategy. 

Additionally, the company claims: ñWe have nothing but respect for China and the people of 

China.ò and thus, again provides a positive counter-position by emphasizing their positive 

emotions towards the group insulted by the companyôs actions.  

 

After clarifying that they have been hacked, Dolce & Gabbana states that they are ñvery sorry 

for any distress causedò and consequently use the apologizing strategy of the Rebuilding 

cluster. In addition, Dolce & Gabbana announces that their legal office ñis urgently 

investigatingò the hack which we interpret as a promise of the company to make sure that such 

a mistake will not happen again. In order to account for this promise we inductively created 

corrective actions to prevent future-wrong-doings as a new sub-strategy of the Rebuilding 

strategy corrective actions. This new sub-category comprises those initiatives which a 

company applies to prevent similar mistakes in the future.  

 

If applicable, we identified characteristics of insincerity and sincerity for Rebuilding responses, 

as defined by Dulaney and Gunn (2017), who suggest determining the sincerity of an apology 

(see Chapter 3). During the revision of our coding frame in Step 5 of the content analysis we 

redefined the respective categories as sincere Rebuilding response and insincere Rebuilding 

response because we realized that these sincerity indicators do not only apply to the 

apologizing strategy but to the whole Rebuilding cluster. In Appendix F these sincerity 

characteristics are collected.  

Regarding the sincerity of Dolce & Gabbanaôs Rebuilding strategy in the second post, we 

noticed that by apologizing for the distress caused by the hack the company does actually 

apologize for something else than the cause of the firestorm, namely the online video 

campaign. This indicates an insincere Rebuilding response. 

 

All in all, the second post of Dolce & Gabbana does not show a clear response strategy, as 

we find two strategies for each of the Denial, Bolstering and Rebuilding clusters. Nevertheless, 

the central message of the post is that the Instagram accounts of Gabbana and Dolce & 

Gabbana have been hacked and the Rebuilding response seams insincere. Hence, we 

understand Denial as the dominating strategy of this response.  
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Again, this post led to mainly negative reactions, as almost 72% of user comments were 

negative and only 22% positive. Additionally, the company received almost 74,000 comments, 

even though the post was only published on one channel. This heavy negative reaction 

indicates again that the companyôs post could not inhibit the further spread of the firestorm and 

consequently the second response post as well appears ineffective. 

 

Third Response 

The third response is delivered as a video of the two designers Dolce and Gabbana. This 

response contains strategies of the Rebuilding cluster. Apologizing is applied by using 

formulations like ñWe are very sorryò. 

In addition, the two designers express sympathy by stating that they put a lot of thought into 

what has happened and feel sad about what they have caused in China.  

Additionally, Dolce and Gabbana promise that they ñwill respect the Chinese culture in every 

way possibleò, which we interpret as a corrective action, concretely as an action that prevents 

future wrong-doings, as the promise to behave more respectfully towards China probably aims 

at avoiding future misconduct of the company.  

Furthermore, the company seams to apply means of personalization, a sub-strategy of rebuild 

connection, as the two designers personally deliver the apology. Additionally, Dolce states 

ñOur families have always taught us to respect the various cultures in all the worldò. Sharing 

this private story probably also has the purpose to personalize the message.  

 

Regarding the sincerity of this Rebuilding response, several indicators of sincerity can be 

found. It appears as the two designers accept responsibility by stating ñwhat we have caused 

in your countryò. Furthermore, expressions of remorse and sincerity such as ñFrom the bottom 

of our hearts we ask for forgivenessò and "We take this apology very seriouslyò are used. Dolce 

and Gabbana additionally prove their commitment to avoid future mistakes by promising that 

such an incident will never happen again and assuring that the firestorm was a learning 

moment for the company. We introduce the latter as a new characteristic of a sincere 

Rebuilding response as promising to learn from a mistake can be interpreted as a means to 

demonstrate how serious the firestorm incident is taken. 

Opposed to these findings regarding the responseôs sincerity stands the fact, that some 

indicators of evading responsibility can be found. During the analysis we sub-divided the 

indicator evading responsibility into not owning mistakes and avoid mentioning the firestorm 

cause. The latter can be found in the video as the two designers use very vague formulations 

like ñeverything that has happenedò and ñthis experienceò when talking about the firestorm. Not 

once do they openly talk about the racist advertisement videos and statements of Gabbana. 

We also find that the designers do not own their mistakes as both designers use the vague 
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formulation ñif we made mistakesò instead of ñthat we make mistakesò, indicating that they do 

not fully stand up for their mistakes and by that appear to discreetly evade responsibility, even 

though on the first look it seems like they accept accountability.  

 

The company also uses one Bolstering strategy, as both designers emphasize their positive 

emotions towards China by stating for example ñWe love your cultureò or ñWe have always 

been in love with Chinaò. We interpret these statements again as providing a positive counter-

position to refute the accusations of racism towards China. 

 

Summarizing we can state that Dolce & Gabbanaôs third response post was accommodative, 

containing one Bolstering and four Rebuilding response strategies. Compared to the two 

previous posts, this response received slightly fewer negative reactions. The share of 

comments with a negative sentiment decreased to about 65% and the share of positive 

comments increased to about 25%. The total number of comments reduced by around 30% to 

46,000, compared to the previous post, even though the video was distributed via three 

channels. Nevertheless, considering this outcome independently from the previous posts, the 

number of comments is still very high. This indicates that users are still engaged in the issue. 

In addition, the main reaction towards Dolce & Gabbanaôs last response was still negative and 

additional negative eWOM was produced by the users. Hence, it does not appear as the 

companyôs response could inhibit the further spread of the firestorm. Consequently, none of 

Dolce & Gabbanaôs firestorm response posts can be considered effective. 

 

6.2 Gucci 

Gucciôs firestorm responses and the respective user reactions are visualized in Figure 14. In 

this figure we divided the companiesô responses into accommodative response strategies and 

means to support these responses. The user reactions are again represented by the total 

number of user comments and the sentiment of these comments.  
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Figure 13: Collection of main results for Gucci 
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First Response 

The first response of Gucci contains four strategies of the SCCT Rebuilding cluster. First of all, 

apologizing is applied as Gucci ñdeeply apologizesò. Additionally, we understand the usage of 

the formulation ñoffense causedò as an expression of sympathy from Gucci.  

Furthermore, the company points out that it is ñfully committed to increasing diversityò 

throughout the organization. We interpret this statement as a corrective action to prevent future 

wrong-doings, because with a more diverse workforce, it is more likely that similar mistakes 

will be avoided in the future. Gucci also confirms that the sweater has been removed from all 

physical and online stores. To account for these actions we newly create the category correct 

wrong-doings in the inductive coding as a second sub-category of corrective actions. This 

category comprises those company activities which have the purpose to immediately correct 

the mistakes which led to the firestorm.  

 

Regarding the sincerity of this Rebuilding response we find that by apologizing for the ñoffense 

causedò, an acknowledgement of the wrong-doings is indicated. Moreover, Gucci expresses 

sincerity by using the formulation ñdeeply apologizesò. In addition, it is affirmed that the 

company will use the firestorm as a learning moment. Gucci openly mentions ñthe wool 

balaclava jumperò as the cause of the firestorm, indicating that the company accepts 

responsibility for the firestorm. Hence, we created the strategy explicit mentioning of firestorm 

cause during the inductive coding as a sub-strategy of responsibility acceptance. These 

identified characteristics suggest a sincere Rebuilding response of Gucci. 

 

Besides Rebuilding strategies, we also identified a strategy of the Bolstering cluster. In the 

course of the firestorm the company was accused of racism, insufficient diversity and cultural 

insensitivity. In order to refute these allegations, the company provides a positive counter-

position, by stating ñWe consider diversity to be a fundamental value to be fully upheld, 

respected and at the forefront of every decision we makeò and hence trying to refute the 

accusations of a lack of diversity at Gucci.  

 

All in all, Gucci applied accommodative response strategies, using one Bolstering strategy and 

four sincere Rebuilding strategies. Almost 56% of the reactions to Gucciôs first post were 

negative. About one third of the users published comments with a positive sentiment and 14% 

reacted neutrally. Consequently, the main emotion towards Gucciôs apology post was negative. 

Hence, it can be expected that Gucci could not calm down usersô anger with their first 

response, indicating that the dissemination of the online firestorm could not be prevented with 

this post and the response was rather ineffective. 
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Second Response 

Nine days later the company released its second response. In this post Gucci again applied 

strategies of the Rebuilding cluster. We find two means of personalization: Firstly, the post 

begins with a personal quote of Marco Bizzarri, the CEO of Gucci, signed with his name. 

Secondly, a quote of Gucciôs creative director Alessandro Michele is provided, in which the 

designer tells ñMy entire life has been dedicated to fight to grant myself and any other the 

possibility to be different and to freely express themselves.ò and thus shares a personal belief 

and story. During the analysis we inductively created involvement as a second sub-strategy of 

rebuild connection. Bizzarri mentions the involvement of Dapper Dan in helping the company 

to get counseling from diversity experts during the firestorm. We interpret this involvement of 

Dapper Dan in the firestorm as a move to reconnect with the accusers because firstly, Dan 

was one of the first people who openly condemned Gucciôs sweater and articulated some 

harsh accusation on his social media channels (dapperdanharlem, 2019). Secondly, he is a 

black man and thus a representative of the group which was offended by the balaclava jumper. 

Hence, by involving him in the companyôs corrective actions, Gucci involves an accuser as 

well as a representative of the affected group. Thus, we find that Gucci deploys the rebuild a 

connection strategy by applying its two sub-strategies personalization and involvement. 

Gucci introduces four initiatives for incorporating more cultural diversity and awareness in the 

company which we again interpret as corrective actions to prevent future wrong-doings. The 

company for instance promises to ñcreate a more diverse and inclusive workplace on an 

ongoing basis.ò and wants to introduce ña specific diversity and inclusivity module within its 

new employee induction programmeò. In addition, the company plans to ñlaunch an internal 

Global Exchange Program to promote a multicultural and diverse workplaceò. The declared 

objectives of these activities are for instance to ñfurther embed cultural diversity and awareness 

in the companyò and to ñincrease awareness of unconscious cultural biasò.  

Gucci also indirectly offers compensations to those who were offended by the balaclava jumper 

as they introduce a ñMulti-Cultural Design Scholarship Programò with fashion schools for 

college students. These compensations ñaim to amplify opportunities for underrepresented 

groups of talents leading to full-time employmentò.  

Finally, Gucci applies the transcendence strategy, as they shift the attention to the bigger issue 

of ñbrining positive change and inspiring solutions for a better futureò.  

 

Gucciôs Rebuilding response shows many signs of sincerity. First, Bizzarri openly states that 

he accepts full responsibility and the balaclava jumper is explicitly mentioned. Furthermore, 

the CEO acknowledges Gucciôs wrongdoings by admitting that the company has shown 

strategic shortfalls in embedding diversity in the organization and its activities. Furthermore, 

the balaclava jumper is explicitly mentioned, which again can be seen as a sign of accepting 


























































































































