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Abstract: The article explores the intersection of social media, crisis management, and the fashion
industry. It begins by defining social media’s role in business operations, focusing on how digital
platforms can be leveraged for effective crisis communication. The study highlights the challenges
specific to the fashion industry, stressing the importance of aligning crisis management strategies
with consumer values and expectations. Through case studies of notable controversies — Gucci’s
balaclava scandal, Balenciaga’s campaigns, and Nike’s ‘Satan Shoes’ incident — the research
demonstrates how quickly crises can escalate through social media, affecting brand reputation. The
article identifies best practices for handling crises, such as issuing prompt statements, engaging
transparently with audiences, and mitigating negative sentiments. Ultimately, it underscores the
importance of proactive crisis management and the strategic use of social media to control public
perception, offering insights for fashion companies to strengthen their resilience in a fast-evolving
market.
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1. Introduction

Social media has become an integral component of modern business strategies,
transforming communication, marketing, and crisis management. In the fashion
industry, where brand image and consumer engagement are paramount, digital
platforms such as Instagram, Twitter, and TikTok offer both significant opportunities
and unique challenges. The ability to communicate directly with consumers, manage
brand reputation, and address crises in real time has become a crucial aspect of
business survival.
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The fast-paced nature of the fashion industry, combined with the transparency
and rapid information flow on digital platforms, creates a landscape where crises
can emerge and escalate quickly. Brands are under intense public scrutiny, with
consumers actively using social media to voice concerns about brand ethics,
cultural sensitivity, and business practices. A single post or campaign misstep can
escalate into a global controversy, leading to significant reputational and financial
damage.

The increasing role of social media in crisis communication highlights the need
for effective crisis management strategies, particularly in industries like fashion that
are heavily reliant on public perception. With the potential for crises to escalate
rapidly on social media, understanding how brands navigate these challenges is
crucial for both academic research and industry practice. The ability to manage
crises effectively can make the difference between maintaining consumer trust and
facing long-term reputational damage.

Despite the importance of crisis management in the fashion industry, there
remains a research gap in understanding how brands effectively navigate crises
using social media. Many studies focus on crisis communication in general, yet
limited research explores the specific challenges of crisis management in the
fashion sector, where image and consumer sentiment are highly volatile. This study
aims to fill this gap by analysing real-world case studies and assessing the impact of
different crisis response strategies.

The main objective of this article is to analyse the role of social media in crisis
management within the fashion industry. The study aims to:

e define key crisis management strategies in the context of digital communica-
tion,

examine social media’s role in mitigating crises in the fashion industry,

analyse case studies of fashion brands facing crises and their response strate-

gies,
® provide recommendations for best practices in crisis communication on social

media.

The research employs a qualitative methodology, using case study analysis to
examine crises involving Balenciaga, Nike, and Gucci. Data sources include social
media content, brand statements, and media reports to assess crisis response
effectiveness. The study applies thematic analysis to identify common patterns
in crisis response and brand reputation management. By combining theoretical
insights with practical examples, this research provides valuable recommendations
for fashion brands aiming to improve their crisis management strategies in the
digital age.
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2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Nature of Crises and Crisis Management

Crisis management refers to the strategic processes that organizations employ to
prevent, respond to, and recover from unexpected disruptions. In the context of
social media, crisis management becomes even more complex, requiring brands
to address issues in real-time, where every second counts. Benoit’s (1997) image
restoration theory identifies five strategies that brands can use during crises: denial,
evasion of responsibility, reducing offensiveness, corrective action, and mortification.
On social media, these strategies play out visibly in front of a global audience,
making transparency and authenticity key to effective crisis communication.

2.2. Social Media and Crisis Management

Social media platforms, by their nature, offer both opportunities for engagement
and risks of rapid negative sentiment spread. Fashion brands must leverage these
platforms not only to respond to crises but also to build a resilient brand narrative
that withstands scrutiny. Platforms like Instagram and Twitter, which emphasise
visuals and short, impactful messages, have become central to the fashion industry’s
crisis management efforts (Hertz, 2021).

The fashion industry operates at an intense pace, with trends evolving quickly,
leaving little room for error. Brands are increasingly using social media to engage
customers, market products, and respond to feedback. However, this same
immediacy can lead to brand crises spiralling out of control if not managed properly.

2.3. The Fashion Industry and Crisis Management

Social media crises in the fashion industry often stem from cultural missteps,
controversial designs, or perceived insensitivity. Given that fashion is deeply
intertwined with personal expression and social values, brands must navigate
a careful line between pushing boundaries and respecting consumer expectations.
The fashion industry, due to its high visibility and emotional connection with
consumers, faces heightened scrutiny during crises, and therefore, requires
a refined approach to crisis communication (Ritschel, 2019).

The importance of crisis communication strategies is highlighted when looking
at the fashion sector’s unique challenges. Consumers in this industry are highly
vocal on social media, and their feedback can either elevate or diminish a brand’s
reputation in a matter of hours. Crisis management in this context involves not just
damage control but active engagement with audiences to rebuild trust (Mathur,
2024).
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3. Methodology

The methodology for this study is grounded in qualitative case study research,
which allows for an in-depth exploration of real-world phenomena within their
specific contexts. The case study approach is particularly suitable for examining the
occurrences of social media and crisis management in the fashion industry, as it
provides a comprehensive understanding of complex issues (Baxter & Jack, 2008).

This research involves a multi-case study focusing on three high-profile crises in
the fashionindustry: Balenciaga’s Ad Scandal (2022), Nike’s ‘Satan Shoes’ controversy
(2021), and Gucci’s balaclava jumper scandal (2019). These cases were selected due
to their prominence, the severity of the public backlash, and the brands’ varied
responses to the crises on social media platforms. The selection criteria included
the visibility of the brand on social media, the level of consumer engagement during
the crisis, and the global media coverage each case received.

The data collection process involved gathering publicly available information
from social media posts, official brand statements, and media reports. Twitter,
Instagram, and TikTok were the primary platforms analysed due to their importance
in shaping public opinion and consumer trust during crises. Additionally, relevant
documents such as company press releases and statements from key figures within
the brands were examined to understand their official crisis response strategies.
This multi-source data collection approach enhances the reliability of the findings
by triangulating different data points (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).

The limitations of this study include a reliance on publicly available information,
which may not capture internal decision-making processes during the crises.
Furthermore, focusing on high-profile, globally recognized brands may limit the
generalizability of the findings to smaller or less well-known companies. Despite
these limitations, the case study approach offers valuable insights into the evolving
role of social media in crisis management within the fashion industry.

4. Results

To further understand the role of social media in crisis management within the
fashion industry, we will examine three major case studies involving globally
recognized brands. Each case study represents a different crisis and demonstrates
how the respective brand leveraged (or failed to leverage) social media to manage
public perception, mitigate reputational damage, and engage their audience in
real-time. These case studies illustrate both the opportunities and challenges that
come with handling crises in an industry where public image and consumer trust
are paramount.
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4.1. Balenciaga Ad Scandal (2022)

In 2022, Balenciaga faced a severe backlash after releasing an ad campaign that
many viewed as inappropriate and offensive. The rapid escalation of criticism on
platforms like Instagram and Twitter forced the brand into immediate damage
control. However, Balenciaga’s initial lack of response further fuelled the negative
sentiment, demonstrating how silence on social media can exacerbate a crisis.
Eventually, the brand issued an apology and removed the ad, but the delay in
addressing the issue caused significant damage to its reputation (Binkley, 2023).
This case highlights the importance of swift and transparent communication during
a social media crisis. Balenciaga could have mitigated the fallout by issuing an
immediate statement, clarifying their intent, and showing accountability.

4.2. Nike’s ‘Satan Shoes’ (2021)

Nike faced a public relations crisis when a collaboration with rapper Lil Nas X
produced a custom shoe dubbed the ‘Satan Shoes’. Although Nike did not directly
endorse the design, the association with the controversial product sparked outrage
on social media. Nike quickly responded by distancing itself from the product and
filing a lawsuit to stop the distribution of the shoes. This quick action helped the
brand regain control of the narrative and protect its image (Smith, 2021).

The Nike case illustrates how brands can leverage social media for damage control,
particularly by taking immediate legal and public action. By disassociating from the
product, Nike demonstrated a strong commitment to its brand values and appeased
its audience (Hertz, 2021).

4.3. Gucci Balaclava Sweater Scandal (2019)

Gucci’s 2019 balaclava sweater scandal, where a product was criticized for
appearing racially insensitive, serves as another example of a crisis exacerbated by
social media. Following an outrage on Twitter and Instagram, Gucci issued a public
apology and withdrew the product from shelves. Furthermore, the brand launched
a diversity initiative in response to the backlash, aiming to repair the damage by
showing a commitment to inclusivity (Ritschel, 2019; Sadaba et al., 2020).

Gucci’s response is a prime example of how corrective action, combined with
genuine engagement, can help brands navigate social media crises. While the brand
initially faced severe criticism, its proactive measures to address the concerns
showed consumers that Gucci was listening and taking steps to improve.
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5. Comparative Analysis

Transparency and Timeliness. In all three cases, the speed of the brand’s response
significantly impacted how the crisis unfolded. Balenciaga’s delayed reaction
worsened its situation, while Nike’s swift legal response helped to quickly distance
the brand from the controversy (Binkley, 2023).

Engagement with Audience. Social media provides a direct line to consumers,
making engagement critical during a crisis. Nike and Gucci successfully used social
media to communicate with their audiences, mitigating damage by taking ownership
of the situation and offering tangible solutions (Ritschel, 2019; Smith, 2021).

Corrective Action. Brands that took corrective measures, such as Nike’s lawsuit
and Gucci’s diversity initiative, were able to rebuild trust more effectively. This
proactive approach demonstrates to consumers that the brand is not only responsive

but also committed to long-term improvement (Sadaba et al., 2020).

Table 1. Comparison of case studies

campaigns

Firm
Aspect - - -
Balenciaga Nike Gucci
Controversy Holiday and Spring 2023 Unauthorized ‘Satan Wool balaclava
campaigns promoting Shoes’ by MSCHF jumper seen as racially
inappropriate themes insensitive
Immediate Apologies on Instagram Lawsuit clarifying non- | Apologies on Twitter,
response and Twitter, pulled involvement removed item from

stores

Accountability

Took full responsibility,
dropped lawsuit against
third parties

Positioned as victim of
unauthorized actions

Took full accountability,
emphasized
commitment to
diversity

Long-term actions

Partnership with National
Children’s Alliance

Emphasised legal
protection of

Announced initiatives
for diversity and

deleted TikTok activity

trademark cultural sensitivity
Social media Apologies and updates None Apologies and diversity
strategy on Instagram and Twitter, announcements on

Twitter

Impact on brand

Damaged, especially

Maintained relatively

Significant negative

platforms used

reputation among parents and child | well due to quick impact, gradually
safety advocates disassociation rebuilding trust
Social media Instagram, Twitter None Instagram, Twitter

Public apology

Multiple apologies,
detailed corrective actions

No direct public
apology, relied on legal
actions

Public apology, detailed
personal regret and
future plans

Source: own elaboration.
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6. Conclusions and Recommendations

The primary goal of the article was to examine the role of social media in crisis
management within the fashion industry, focusing on how brands use platforms
like Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook to address public perception and manage
crises. Through the analysis of case studies involving major brands like Balenciaga,
Nike, and Gucci, this study has highlighted the importance of swift, transparent, and
authentic communication during a crisis.

One limitation of this research is its focus on a few high-profile case studies,
which may not fully represent smaller fashion brands or those with different crisis
management strategies. Additionally, the rapidly evolving nature of social media
platforms introduces challenges in drawing universal conclusions, as trends in
platform usage and consumer behaviour continue to shift. Another limitation is the
exclusion of quantitative data on consumer sentiment before and after these crises,
which would provide a more measurable analysis of brand recovery.

Future research could explore a wider variety of brands and crisis types, as
well as include quantitative measures such as sentiment analysis or engagement
metrics. Additionally, examining how newer platforms like TikTok or emerging social
media trends influence crisis management strategies would provide further insight
into the evolving role of digital communication in the fashion industry.

Fashion brands must recognize the dual nature of social media as both
a tool for crisis management and a platform where crises can escalate. Effective
crisis communication requires swift and transparent messaging to maintain trust
and credibility. Engaging with consumers actively during crises allows brands to
demonstrate accountability and address concerns in real time, mitigating potential
damage. Additionally, sensitivity and inclusivity in marketing strategies can prevent
controversies before they arise. By implementing comprehensive crisis preparedness
strategies, including internal training and social media monitoring, brands can
respond proactively rather than reactively. Long-term reputation management
should focus on continuous dialogue with consumers, ensuring that corrective
actions are not only visible but also aligned with brand values and consumer
expectations. In a rapidly evolving digital landscape, adapting to emerging trends
and consumer sentiment is crucial for sustaining brand resilience and public trust.

In conclusion, the study highlights the power of social media as both a crisis
management tool and a risk factor. Fashion brands must integrate social media
into their broader crisis management strategies to enhance resilience in a rapidly
evolving industry.
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Rola mediow spotecznosciowych w zarzadzaniu kryzysowym w przemysle
modowym

Streszczenie: Autorka bada zwigzek miedzy mediami spotecznosciowymi, zarzadzaniem kryzysowym
a przemystem modowym. Rozpoczyna od zdefiniowania roli medidéw spotecznosciowych w dziatalno-
$ci biznesowej, skupiajac sie na tym, jak cyfrowe platformy moga by¢ wykorzystywane do efektywnej
komunikacji kryzysowej. Badanie podkresla wyzwania specyficzne dla branzy modowej, zwracajac
uwage na znaczenie dostosowania strategii zarzadzania kryzysowego do wartosci i oczekiwan konsu-
mentow. Opierajac sie na przyktadach znanych kontrowersji — skandalu Gucciego z kominiarkg, kampa-
nii Balenciagi i incydentu z ,butami Szatana” Nike — w artykule pokazano, jak szybko kryzysy moga
eskalowac¢ w mediach spotecznosciowych, wptywajac na reputacje marki. Artykut identyfikuje najlep-
sze praktyki w radzeniu sobie z kryzysami, takie jak szybkie wydawanie oswiadczen, transparentne
zaangazowanie w relacje z odbiorcami i tagodzenie negatywnych nastrojow. Ostatecznie podkresla
znaczenie proaktywnego zarzadzania kryzysowego i strategicznego wykorzystania mediéw spoteczno-
sciowych do kontrolowania opinii publicznej, oferujac branzy modowej wskazéwki, jak wzmocni¢ swo-
jq odpornos¢ na dynamicznie zmieniajgcym sie rynku.

Stowa kluczowe: media spotecznosciowe, przemyst modowy, zarzadzanie kryzysowe
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