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ABSTRACT

EFFECTS OF NEGATIVE FIRESTORMS RELATED TO SOCIAL ISSUES ON
BRAND MARKETING

Gizem Ozkaynak
Marketing Master's Program

Thesis Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Elif Yolbulan Okan

June 2021, 110 Pages

Speed of digital platform usage is increasing with the advances in technology and more
people have the opportunity to share their opinions and experiences online about the
brands’ attitudes towards certain situations that end up reaching many people. This
occurrence might provide benefits to companies however, it might also increase the
awareness of bad customer experiences, negative and controversial situations
surrounding the companies very quickly that it can lead to disastrous events such as digital
firestorms. Digital firestorm is the regenerated term of traditional crisis that occurs when
there is a sudden discharge of negative messages about a brand, person or an event
concerning the related parties. Negative digital firestorms can damage the brand’s
identity, reputation, image, position and it can in fact drop profits, dragging companies to
close down. Companies are looking out for new ways to increase their strength against
negative digital firestorms before experiencing them due to the lightning speed of spread
levels of firestorms.

The objective of this research is to find out the company response strategies in accordance
with Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) that Turkish companies used
against firestorms and the changes in people’s sentiments before and after the company
responses using the digital platform Twitter as a data provider. Crisis is an occurrence
that puts danger to brands’ reputation and its future in public relations. Digital platforms
such as Twitter, Facebook and blogs encourage people to express sentiments online. In
this research, five different firestorms and six different companies have been analyzed
and changes in sentiment levels before and after company response have been observed.
Using rebuilding response strategy for preventable and value-based firestorms assisted
companies to increase positive sentiments and decrease negative sentiments of people.
The results of the researched proved that, small and new companies can shut down after
having a firestorm and, also reacting fast and being transparent in response statements
helped companies to lessen the damage. Testing SCCT for negative digital firestorms
indicated that it is applicable for the usage when facing online crisis. Overall, all
firestorms had a negative impact on some groups of people and results showed the
importance of using response strategies to reduce unfavorable effects as a brand.

Keywords: SCCT, Digital Firestorm, Crisis Response Strategies, Crisis Communication



OZET

SOSYAL DEGERLERE ILISKIN NEGATIF FIRESTORM’LARIN MARKA
PAZARLAMASINA ETKISI

Gizem Ozkaynak
Pazarlama Yiiksek Lisans Programi

Tez Damismani: Prof. Dr. Elif Yolbulan Okan

Haziran 2021, 110 Sayfa

Teknolojideki ilerlemelerle birlikte dijital platform kullanim hiz1 artmakta ve daha fazla
insan, markalarin cevrimi¢i olarak birgok kisiye ulasan belirli durumlara yonelik
tutumlart hakkindaki fikirlerini ve deneyimlerini paylasma firsatina sahip olmaktadir.
Dijital platform kullanim hizinin artmasi, sirketlere fayda saglayabilir ancak ayni
zamanda koOtli miisteri deneyimleri, sirketleri cevreleyen olumsuz ve tartismali
durumlarin farkindaliginin ¢ok hizli bir sekilde yayilmasina da sebebiyet verebilir ve
dijital firestorms gibi yikici olaylara yol agabilir. Dijital firestorms, bir marka, kisi veya
olay hakkinda, olumsuz mesajlarin aniden ortaya ¢ikmasi durumunda olusan ve iligkili
taraflar1 1ilgilendiren geleneksel krizin yenilenmis terimidir. Negatif firestorm’lar,
markanin kimligine, itibarina, imajina, konumuna zarar verebilir ve sirket karini
diisiirerek markalar1 kapanmaya siiriikleyebilir. Sirketler, firestorm’larin yayilma
seviyelerinin hizindan dolayi, olumsuz dijital firestorm’lara karst gli¢lerini, onlari
deneyimlemeden 6nce artirmanin yeni yollarin1 aramaktadirlar.

Bu arastirmanin amaci, Tiirk sirketlerinin firestorm’lara karsi kullandiklar1 Durumsal
Kriz [letisim Teorisi’ne (SCCT) gére sirket yanit stratejilerini ve sirket yanitlarindan dnce
ve sonra insanlarin duyarliliklarindaki degisiklikleri, dijital platform Twitter'r veri
saglayic1 olarak kullanarak ortaya ¢ikarmaktir. Krizler, markalarin itibarlarim ve
geleceklerini tehlikeye atan bir olaydir. Dijital platformlar, insanlarin duygularini ifade
etmesine tesvik vermektedir. Bu arastirmada, bes farkli firestorm ve alt1 farkli sirketin
analizi yapilmis ve sirketlerin krizlere olan yanitlarindan dnce ve sonra insanlarin duygu
diizeylerinde degisiklikler gozlemlenmistir. Onlenebilir ve degere dayali firestorm’lar
icin rebuilding stratejisini kullanmak sirketlerin, olumlu duygular1 artirmasma ve
olumsuz duygularini azaltmasina yardimci olmustur. Arastirmanin sonuglari, kiigiik ve
yeni kurulan sirketlerin, bir firestorm yasadiktan sonra kapanabilecegini ve ayrica hizli
tepki vermenin ve yanitlarinda seffaf olmanin, sirketlerin zarar1 azaltmalarina yardime1
oldugunu kanitlanmistir. SCCT'nin negatif dijital firestorm’lar i¢in kullanimina uygun
oldugu yapilan testler sonucu tespit edilmistir. Genel olarak, biitiin firestorm’larin baz1
insan gruplar1 iizerinde olumsuz etkileri oldugu ve bir marka olarak olumsuz etkileri
azaltmak i¢in kriz miidahale stratejileri kullanilmasinin 6nemli oldugu saptanmustir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: SCCT, Digital Firestorm, Kriz Miidahale Stratejileri, Kriz letisimi
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1. INTRODUCTION

Improvements in the technology are causing the increase in the usage of the Internet and
social media worldwide. Internet usage is making people gain knowledge about brands,
specific products, features and customer experience quicker than ever. With the increase
in social media networks in 2000s, sharing personal experiences about brands with other
people in the social media platforms have been spreading wider each year. There are 4.54
billion Internet users and 3.80 billion active social media users around the world, 62.07
million Internet users and 54.00 million active social media users are the results of the
Turkey’s digital data as of 2020.!

With the increase in active social media and Internet users every year around the world,
brands are searching ways to be able to track and avoid firestorms that spread faster than
anything else. Firestorms are the sudden release of messages on social media platforms
that include negative matters towards brands, people, or issues. Firestorms mostly take
shape with digital Word of Mouth (WOM) which is a marketing method that means the
spread of an information from one person to another and leading to a bigger mass of
people and it happens on social media platforms with a faster speed than offline. Easy
access to the Internet makes e-WOM to expand to more people and corporations around

the world with a fast speed and it triggers firestorms to show up.

As a company operating in todays’ world, social media networks are causing benefits but
can also cause harm to the brands. It is beneficial to educate customers about product
launches, create brand awareness and brand image, connecting with the customers and
creating a loyal community, going viral and increasing sales by targeting more people
using social media tools. On the other hand, it is easier to create negative brand perception
and image when firestorms are not managed fast and strategically. Negative social media
firestorms can lead to changes in the perceptions of the consumers mind against a brand.

Short term and long-term effects of social media crises have been explored by and 78 real

1 Hootsuite & We are social "Global Digital Year Book ", 2020



life firestorms are obtained. Using YouGov’s brand Index scores and 997 customer
surveys, brand perception decreased by 58 percent in a short-term period and 40 percent
suffer from long-term effects. Negative social media firestorms can have a strong impact
on the brand perceptions of the customers therefore gaining knowledge about the social

media crises have a great importance as a brand (Hansen et al 2018).

As a company, it is a struggle to be able to avoid the spread of firestorms and brand crises
to unexpectedly appear on social media causing the companies to make quick decisions
on how to stop the damage on the brand in order to stop the effects of it on brand
perceptions and image.

There are many examples of firestorms and the recovery journeys of brands around the
world. In China, McDonald’s got accused of selling expired food and KFC was accused
of raising chicken to maturity in a short time period as of 2012. McDonalds responded
after 2 hours of the crises and apologized on the microblog whereas it took weeks for
KFC to apologize after they denied the events. McDonalds recovered their brand image
faster than KFC. Crises response strategies should adapt with the culture, response
strategies have cultural variations and social media users should be contextualized by
culture (Zhu et al 2017). When comparing “denial” and “accommodative” responses to
the crises, accommaodative responses got higher impressions and less damage to the brand

than denial responses (De Blasio & Veale 2009).

The main probable reasons of firestorms are a product or a service failure, communication
failure, social, ethical and political opinions that a brand stands for. To be able to be
successful and sustainable in today’s world, companies should avoid product failures
since it is directly linked to health issues and it can easily make people prefer alternative
brands. Managers are searching for ways to detect or prevent social media firestorms
quickly to avoid the devastating effects of them on the brand image and perceptions.
Twitter is more effective than Facebook and Instagram while restoring the brand image
after a crisis and the platform has more positive engagement. Other than the social media
platform that a crisis occurs, corrective action creates the most engagement and triggering

reactions such as likes and shares (Triantafillidou 2020). Additionally, answering online



complaints individually rather than a cluster creates a positive brand reputation when a
firestorm is happening (Lappeman & Patel 2018).

Not all firestorms have a negative impact on the brand and the brands’ targeted segments.
Brand diagnostics of the user generated accident have a correlation with the brand
identification and when people identify with the brand, user generated negative accident
can increase positive signals towards the brand instead of a negative one (Gaustada et al
2020). After a product failure, online brand community engagement (OBCE) plays a big

role on the consumers’ forgiveness and repurchase decisions (Yuana et al 2020).

When it comes to the social firestorms such as socio-political issues, customers’ attitudes
towards the brands decrease when the brands preferred stands against the socio-political
issue do not match with customers’ preferred stand. On the other hand, there is no
evidence show that customer attitude increases towards the brands that support the same
idea and have the same stand. If the link between the perceived brand relationship and
the stand is weak, brand activism also gets weaker due to customers dissociate the brand
and the stand. When a company gets reactions from media negatively due to their stands,
brand attitude of the supporters grow and if the company apologizes and takes back its
stand, the attitude of the brand decreases among supporters and competitors (Mukherjee
& Althuizen 2020).

The main objective of this study is to explore how brands recover, lead their brand
management strategies and company response strategies when they face with negative e-
WOM that causes a social issue related firestorm in Turkish media. Social issues
surrounding the brand such as political, ethical or issues related to race, environment and
discrimination creates strong digital firestorms that lead companies to find ways to
manage the firestorm process. The aim is to provide supporting documents to brands on
how social firestorms creates changes on consumers’ judgements against brands and how
they lead to changes in brand management to be able to find the best suited company
crises response strategies quickly. The findings of the study underline the importance of
understanding firestorms and the strategies developed to recover from them and it will be

beneficial for the managers in order to lead a brand crisis with less damage.



2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1 CONCEPTS OF DIGITAL MARKETING

Digital marketing is the operation of marketing activities on digital platforms as a
company to be able to reach more customers, increase sales and brand awareness.
Technological developments and the easy access of the Internet forced companies to
change and adapt their business models to be able to perform steady on digital platforms.
It was hard to evaluate and make analysis of the marketing activity investment results as
a company and track the customers when operating in traditional marketing therefore,
being able to easily target new customers and track the results of the marketing activities
with digital marketing led companies to relocate all or most of their marketing activities
into marketing activities run by digital marketing. Digital marketing platforms includes
the use of the Internet, mobile marketing activities, blog management, social media
management, search engine optimization marketing (SEO), and other digital based
platforms. Digital marketing increases the interaction with the customers, getting quick
feedbacks from them and building trust as well as getting a better understanding of the

customer needs, values and wants.

2.1.1 Types of Digital Marketing

Website Marketing

A website is of the main digital marketing platforms for the brands to form and present
their corporate identities. Websites are effective when introducing the brand and the
history, products and services and any important information about the brands
components. Additionally, websites can get enough traffic and for that reason investing

in conducting digital marketing campaigns in websites is beneficial.



Pay-Per-Click (PPC) Advertising

PPC is a digital advertising model that enables companies to increase marketing income
as a result of clicking to the advertisements posted on platforms such as Google, Twitter,
Facebook and Pinterest. PPC advertising campaigns can target a specific segment of
people based on people’s demographics and interests. With the improvements of the
Internet, digital advertising models play an important role in marketing therefore PPC
advertising model became the most popular advertising modes among digital marketing

types.?

Content Marketing

Content marketing is becoming a leading digital marketing model due to the long-term
advantages that it provides to the brands, making it easier to create engagement with the
customers through social media that influences their everyday life. One of the most
important advantage of content marketing is building trust and brand loyalty among target
customers without engaging in other marketing promotional advertisements (Plessis,

2017). Some of the content marketing tools are blogs, podcasts, webinars and e-books.

Email Marketing

Email marketing is widely used by many companies to engage with the customers and
keep the connection with them while providing information. Website traffic can be
increased by email marketing and that can lead to increase in sales or more brand
awareness. To be able to manage effectively while doing email marketing is to determine

the target audience carefully.

A recent study shows that tailoring and personalizing emails by stating personal

information in the mail such as the name of the customer benefits the advertisers, and it

2Zhang, Li., & Guan, Y., 2008. Detecting Click Fraud in Pay-Per-Click Streams of Online Advertising
Networks



increases the possibility for the customers to open the email by 20 percent (Navdeep et al
2018).

Social Media Marketing

Social media marketing is used to increase sales, traffic, brand awareness and product
awareness leading to forming stronger customer relationships while sustaining trust
between the customer and the brand. Nowadays, social media platforms can also be used

as direct sales channels and an essential tool to reach people.

Affiliate Marketing

Affiliate marketing is a performance-based marketing technique operated by giving
commissions to the affiliate when they reach the sales target. Based on a research,
Instagram celebrity posts show more positive attitudes towards the brand and are found
more trustworthy compared to a traditional celebrity’s brand post on the social media

platform Instagram (Jin et al 2019).

Video Marketing

Video marketing can be defined as the marketing of a brand or a product through videos
and video channels. Using less words and more visuals in videos attracts customers’
attentions towards the marketed subjects and additionally it is observed that with using
influencers in videos, brands reach their marketing targets quicker. Some of the video

making platforms are TikTok, Instagram, Facebook and YouTube.

SMS Messaging

SMS messaging provides customers to be able to directly pay through links as technology
emerges. SMS and text messages can give information about the brand, products and
promotions. It has been found that SMS marketing plays an important role in increasing

brand awareness and perceived quality (Smutkupt et al 2012).



Search Engine Optimization (SEO) Marketing

Ranking the websites, blogs and other platforms on top in search engine results is done
by SEO marketing. By SEO marketing technique, view counts increase therefore there is

a greater chance to get more customers in order to increase sales.

Inbound Marketing

Inbound marketing refers to a marketing strategy that creates customer experience by
engaging customers to the buying process. It is essential to target the right customer
audience and deliver high quality content. Attracting new target customers by creating
experiences when using platforms such as blogs and social networking sites entertains

and satisfies customers (Baltes 2016).

Business-to-Business (B2B) Digital Marketing

B2B digital marketing usually promotes more technical information rather than the price
tables of the product or services due to the demand from businesses. People tend to
purchase the products or services when they find the related information online clear. To
be able to attract more customers, digital platforms that can provide any kinds of

information’s such as websites, blogs or LinkedIn are be used to create leads in the sector.

Business-to-Consumer (B2C) Digital Marketing

When a company is operating in B2C digital marketing, the aim is to make customers be
able to reach and purchase the products fast without needing more guidelines from
speaking to a salesperson. Customers search for the products or services online at first
and they make decisions by themselves without asking to sales personnel (Desai 2019).
Digital marketing tools and technologies should be used and also using platforms like
Instagram and Pinterest can be more suitable than using platforms like LinkedIn when

operating on B2C digital marketing.



2.1.2 Digital Marketing Challenges

Almost every company are using digital marketing techniques and they adapted their
business models according to the changes in digital technologies and marketing tools to
be able to increase sales and income as a final result. To be able to follow up the
developing digital marketing techniques, companies should not be behind innovations for
the reason that there is a high competition in the market. When a company is behind all
the new digital marketing techniques, it can quickly lose its position and it results in
dropping sales. Companies should keep up with the changing techniques and the ways
that consumers use the platforms. Attention times of customers are dropping every year
therefore it gets harder to make them stay on brands webpage or even watch the marketing
campaign to result in sales. Additionally, there are many competitors’ campaigns on the

same platforms every day and to be able to catch attention among them is getting harder.

2.2 SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORMS

Social media is defined as websites and their applications designed to enable people to
share their content quickly, efficiently and in real time. People can access social media
via smartphone apps and computers, and those who want to use social media can choose
any internet communication tool that allows them to broadly share content and interact

with people.

In social media thanks to the Internet; Our lifestyle has also changed with the instant
sharing of photos, ideas, ways of doing business and real-time events. Consumer needs,
which are greatly affected by the rapid proliferation of social media, have caused a new
mode of communication and interaction between consumers and brands. Social media
consists of a group of internet-based applications that encourage user connection,
engagement and collaboration, and content sharing. Examples of interactive social media
platforms that can be personalized include; Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, WhatsApp,

YouTube, Wikipedia, games etc.



In addition to that, companies are increasingly trading on social media using internet-
based sales channels. Relationships between companies and users on social media have
transformed into a comprehensive, two-way dialogue that can include social issues and
events as well as companies' products, brands and services. Consumers connected to the
Internet are no longer only interested in the product, brand or company, but can also create
their own personalized content and applications on the social media platform.

Networked consumers no longer merely act as passive recipients of product, brand or
firm-related information, but are enabled to create, modify and exchange their own,
personalized content and applications through social media. Social media poses both risks
and opportunities for users. On the one hand, it carries the inevitable risk of open source

of information about the products and brands of companies and organizations.

It may not only occur among current or past customers of a firm related to the product,
brand or company on social media, but may also include future potential customers.
Therefore, the prevalence of social media requires companies to seek new ways of

interacting with consumers.

It is an important factor to improve consumer relations, increase trust among consumers,
and monitor consumers' opinions about the product or brand including online
conversations on consumer purchase decisions, and actively contribute to these. As a
result, social media allows companies to communicate with customers and share

information.

Social media thereby complement traditional ‘push’ communication with multi-
directional communication, thus facilitating dialogue with consumers, including current
and prospective customers. The ‘multi-directional’ facet of social media communications
refers to social media interactions not being limited to dialogue between the company and
a focal consumer exclusively but instead, this may extend to include other consumers.
Thus, social media facilitates the dialogue with consumers, including existing and
potential customers, with versatile communication. Since social media communication

is "multidirectional”, social media interactions may not only be limited to the dialogue



between the company and the target consumer, but may also involve other consumers
(Baumol et al 2016).

2.2.1 Managing of Social Media

Social media covers many different types of websites and applications that have different
functions. However, most social media sites allow a user to create a profile, usually by

providing the user a name and email address.

After the profile is created, users can create and share content. For example, a Facebook
user with an account can take a photo and share it with a caption on their profile. In
addition to creating content for their profile, social media users can find other users whose
content they want to follow or comment on. Depending on the type of social media, a
user can "follow™ another user, add him as a "friend", or "subscribe" to another user's
page. Social media often allows users to navigate content and uses algorithms based on
the user's profile data to determine the content that appears and the order in which it

appears.

2.2.2 Types of Social Media

There are many different types of social media platforms. They can be divided into

different categories according to their purpose and functions. These are;
Social Networks
Social networks specialize in connecting and exchanging ideas with other users who

often share their interests and priorities. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, WhatsApp, and

LinkedIn are examples of social networks.
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Media Networks

Unlike social networks that specialize in allowing users to share and exchange thoughts
and ideas, media networks specialize in distributing content such as photos and videos.
Instagram and YouTube are examples of this. For example, a YouTube user uploads a
video he created and other users may "like", "dislike" or comment on the video. If they
like the video enough, a user can choose to "subscribe™ to the creator so that new videos

from that creator appear in their streams.

Discussion Networks

Discussion networks like Reddit are ideal exit points for posts that can lead to in-depth
discussions among users. Users can leave responses in the comment section, and other

users can respond to those comments, allowing conversations to grow and develop.

Review Networks

Review networks such as TripAdvisor allow users to review their products and services

and interact directly with the user.

2.3 BRAND MANAGEMENT

Brand management is a part of marketing which works on the analysis and planning of a
brand’s perception in the market. After the analysis of the brand perception in the market,
the planning of the actions is done to change the brand perception to meet the brand
targets and objectives. All actions are intended for a good relationship with the target

markets.2

The most effective brand management can be done if there is a complete overview and a

good understanding of the brand, its target market and the company’s objectives. Building

3 Nielsen, 2015. Understanding the Power of a Brand Name
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loyal customers is the ultimate target to develop a strategic brand management system

since the consumers are the ones who makes decisions on brands.

Most companies’ success or fail positions are based on their brand management strategies
because the sales, the growth and client retention are all dependent on successful

branding. So brand management is an essential element of all companies.*

2.3.1 Brand Management Principles

There are some key principles for brand management which are common for all
companies. Company specific strategies are also possible, but the following principles

can be counted as relevant elements for all companies:®

a. Brand equity
b. Brand recognition

c. Brand loyalty

2.3.1.1 Brand equity

Brand equity is the value that a company gains from its name recognition when compared
to a generic equivalent. It is created by making the products memorable, easily
recognizable and superior in quality and reliability. Brand equity consists of three basic
elements: consumer perception, negative or positive effects and resulting value. It has
direct effect on the sales numbers hence profits of a company, so companies are

differentiated by their brand equity if they are on the same sector or industry.®

The most important benefit of a positive brand equity is that it has direct impact on the

companies’ return of investment. As an example, consumers tend to pay higher prices if

4 Roberts, M., 2019. What Does Brand Management Mean

5 Schmidt, C., 2021. I absolutely couldn’t succeed in 2021 without these 3 unique brand management
strategies

® Hayes, A., 2021. What is brand equity?
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they believe the quality and recognition of the brand is high. This makes companies to
earn more with spending less on advertisement. Also, this makes new products market

penetration faster if that brand is used as an umbrella brand.

The positive effects of brand equity can be listed as:

I. Order Value per Customer: Consumers are willing to pay more on a brand which has
positive brand equity which results in higher profits.

ii. Reputation: If products have positive brand equity which leads to positive reputation,
consumers first choice will be this brand. This results in less spending for advertisement
with higher sales numbers.

Examples of companies with high brand equity are: Apple, Coca-Cola, Starbucks.

2.3.1.2 Brand recognition

Brand Recognition is the indication of easiness for consumers to recognize the brand
without hearing or seeing the brand name. This recognition is created via a slogan, logo,
packaging or jingle. Companies reserve a lot of resources for market research to
determine the success of their brand recognition strategies. This research is conducted

through experiments on focus or study groups.’

2.3.1.3 Brand loyalty

Consumers' positive associations with a product or brand are referred to as brand
loyalty. Customers who display brand loyalty are committed to a product or service, as
shown by their repeated purchases amid attempts by rivals to lure them away.
Corporations spend a lot of money on customer support and promotions in order to build

and retain brand loyalty with a well-known product.

7 Kenton, W., 2018. What is brand recognition?
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Customers who are loyal to a brand will buy it regardless of convenience or price. These
devoted customers have found a product that suits their requirements, and they have no
desire to try another brand. The majority of well-known brand-name brands compete in
a crowded market of new and outdated products, many of which are scarcely
distinguishable. As a result, businesses use a variety of strategies to build and sustain
brand loyalty. They invest their advertising budgets on ads that are aimed at a consumer
group that includes both existing customers and people who may become loyal

customers.®

2.4 ELEMENTS OF DIGITAL CRISIS AND MANAGEMENT

2.4.1 Digital Firestorms

Firestorms are releases of sudden messages that have negative word of mouth on social
media networks about a brand, person or an event. Digital firestorms are faster, can be
reached by many groups of people immediately compared to traditional firestorms which
are slower, take time to share with friends and have limited number of receivers. Digital

firestorms are types of crises that companies face online.

Digital firestorms can be categorized by product failure, service failure, and social failure
(Hansen et al 2018). In order to exist as a brand in today’s dynamic market, brands should
be fulfilling the basic functions by producing quality products and services and that means
there should not be any failures about products and services anymore. Social issues
surrounding the brand such as political, ethical or issues related to race, environment and
discrimination creates strong digital firestorms and can change the way of how consumers
see and perceive the brand after being exposed to the sudden messages posted by people

online.

8 Kopp, C. M., 2021. What is brand loyalty?
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2.4.1.1 Consumer boycotts

Consumer boycotts occurs in order to achieve a specific goal by not purchasing some
products or services from a brand or informing society about some events that a brand is
associated with. The main aim for consumer boycotts is to make some companies stop
making profit, driving them to go bankruptcy, change their attitudes towards specific
values or make people recognize attitudes of companies against some values to make

them aware about things.

Consumers usually consider two things when they are decision making about purchasing
a good or a service and they are the values of the products or services and the values of
the company itself. Values of the product or a service are values such as quality,
performance, durability, design and the price. Values of the company consists of all the
social values that the company stand for and applies them to their business model. Both
values of the company and the values of products and the services can cause boycotts.
Due to the digitalization, boycotts now reach many people so quick on social media
platforms and online platforms, putting companies in stressful crises management
processes in order to lower the damage of the boycotts or survive through them.
Companies should carefully consider about every customer segments and the different

sensitivity levels of the society towards values before contributing to them.

2.4.1.2 Cancel culture

A modern explanation of cancel culture is taking a part of a mass cancelling to stop
supporting a public person, brand or an idea due to the unsuitable social values and
attitudes that they associate with. The renewed use of the word “cancel” is now used as
stopping support and often includes boycotts when there are objectionable attitudes and
behaviors towards some socially sensitive subjects. Sometimes this can occur when
companies do not show any concerns about the remarkable events that are happening
consisting of some social issues or other types of issues, cancel culture might occur. As
an example. Mr. Peanut a mascot of the snacks company Planters, died in advertisement

for Super Bowl LIV commercial. It was too close to Kobe Bryant’s death and that is why
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it was criticized by a lot of people and the #BlockMrPeanut hashtag started to trend on
Twitter. As a result of the firestorm and people trying to block and cancel the character
and the brand by posting online, the company had to apologize and stop the campaign
(Cover 2020).

2.4.1.3 Electronic word of mouth (E-Wom)

Word of mouth (WOM) is described as interpersonal communication between customers
about products and services (Arndt 1967). E-WOM occurs when people share their
opinions about a brand, product, experience or services on digital platforms such as
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or blogs to inform other people about the subject. E-WOM
can be positive or negative statements that is available for people to see through Internet.
Comparing WOM and e-WOM, it can be observed that e-WOM spreads faster, and it
consists of more real-time statements that can be posted every day. Customer’s and target
customer’s attitudes and behaviors towards a brand or a product changes with the impact

of e-WOM daily.

A research study based on whether different digital platforms effect customer’s
judgments about inspected products or not, discovered that contributors who are exposed
to reviews on personal blogs are less prone to recommending the product to their friends
compared to contributors who are exposed to reviews on independent websites.
Customers recommend the products to their friends only when they influenced by a
positive review on e-WOM platforms and when the review is negative, regardless of the
e-WOM platforms, customers are not willing to recommend the products to their friends
(Leea &Youna 2009). E-WOM also influences the customer decision making process and
the purchase intentions due to the fact that people share their experiences with purchased
products and services every day and that impacts others that are considering purchasing
the same or similar product or a service. Results from a research model about the impacts
of e-WOM on customer’s purchase intentions shows that, e-WOM characteristics and the
behaviors of the customers towards e-WOM information positively influence the

customer purchase intentions (Erkan & Evans 2016).
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2.4.2 Digital Crisis Management

2.4.2.1 Forming connection and being present on time

Failing to respond to customer complaints can cause some problems as a brand and makes
the connection between the customers and the company weaker day by day. Not listening
and being not present timely on social media to be able to respond will have poorly effects
on the brand on modern age. Additionally, tracking the social chatter online and
responding to them will have positive effects on the issues before it spreads more on the
Internet. It is nowadays crucial to have a social media customer service to track the
customer complaints or the statements from people online about the brand to be able to

fix or respond to the problems on time.

2.4.2.2 Expectation setting

Giving information and being honest to customers about the response times of the
company is beneficial especially as a small company that has limited resources to reply
to complaints. Setting the expectations clearly and making sure that the message is
understood by people is important to make customers feel more secure about the brand.

2.4.2.3 Transparency

Forming strong relationships with customers is one of the most primarily aspects of
marketing strategy and the companies should lead crisis and customer complaints with
sympathy, honestly and transparency to clear out all the misleading information.
According to the Sprout Social Index Q3 2017°, dishonesty, bad customer service and

rudeness are the first three reasons why people call out brands on social.

® Cover, L., 2020. Navigating call-out culture

17



Figure 2.1: Reasons of consumers call out brands on social.

Why Consumers Call Out Brands on Social
Q3 2017
Dishonesty 60%
Bad Customer
Service 59%
Rudeness
(In-Person) 57%
Bad Product
Experience
Too Political 14%

Source: Cover, L., 2020. Navigating call-out culture

Just like humans, companies can often make mistakes and trying to hide them, ignoring
them or even removing the related post about them on social media platforms make
companies look guilty and most importantly, it makes companies perceived as they do
not care about the customers feedbacks and opinions which is harmful due to the fact that

people now see companies as they place themselves as a part of companies.

2.4.2.4 Responding thoughtfully

Customers have the power to spread opinions and experiences online that can spread and
affect the company’s brand image, reputation, sales and even sometimes it can lead to
more serious damages that cannot be fixed anymore. They also have the power to use e-
WOM to spread positive messages about the companies and this can be very
advantageous for the companies to be more visible in the market. Responding carefully
and thoughtfully to customers online and offline can make customers change their
negative feedbacks to positive ones and can lead the spread of positive statements about
the company online fast enough for people to see. This allows companies to help building
trust with the customers and get new customers due to the positive e-WOM.



2.4.2.5 Setting up a crisis management team

Setting up a crisis management is important when it comes to crises during the digital
age. Almost every company will face a crisis therefore it is beneficial to have a
professional team that knows how to respond to them fast without giving it a chance to
spread more and damage the company reputation. Crisis management team should consist
of professionals that knows every company response strategy and have plans for every
possible crisis type in advance to lower the damage that the company is going to get

during crisis.

2.4.2.6 Managing of social media

Social media management helps to connect with customers and be present in their daily
life. Attracting new customers and having a deep understanding of the target customers
can be performed by managing social media networks efficiently. A music retail chain
called HMV unemployed many workers in 2013 but the company did not realize that they
still had access to company’s social media accounts. Therefore, they could use the official
company accounts to inform people about the company that fired many people at once
and used the hashtag #hmvXFactorFiring.°

2.5 EXAMPLES OF DIGITAL BRAND CRISIS

Case 1: GUCCI- online crises

Early in 2019, Gucci a well-known luxury fashion brand, experienced sudden discharge
of negative messages towards a balaclava knit top that covers the nose and has a red lining

around the lip area as seen in Figure 2.2. The negative backlash started to increase after

some month